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THE DAVID FRIEDMAN MEMORIAL AWARD
The David Friedman Award offers a cash prize to the best story or
essay published in Hair Trigger each year. Our thanks go to David
Friedman's family, which established this fund in fall 2002 as a
memorial to their son, a talented writer and painter, as well as
an alumnus of Columbia College Chicago and a great friend to
the Fiction Writing Department's students and faculty.

Preface & Acknowledgments
WE ARE VERY HAPPY TO BRING YOU THE TWENTY-SEVENTH ISSUE OF HAIR TRIGGER, THE

Columbia College Chicago Fiction Writing Department's anthology of student
writing. Over its long history, Hair Trigger has won numerous awards, including firstplace prizes in national competitions from three different organizations: the
Association of Writers and Writing Programs, the Coordinating Council of Literary
Magazines, and the Columbia University Scholastic Press Association. Those of us
associated with the Fiction Writing Department are, of course, very proud of the students whose work has been introduced through Hair Trigger. Many of them have won
individual awards from these national organizations and have gone on to successful
careers in writing, publishing, and a variety of other professions.
As with previous issues of the magazine, Hair Trigger 27 collects prose fiction
and creative nonfiction writing by undergraduate and graduate students at all levels.
These works come primarily from core classes-Introduction to Fiction Writing,
Fiction Writing I, Fiction Writing II, Prose Forms, Advanced Fiction, Advanced Prose
Forms-taught using the innovative Story Workshop® approach, as well as from
Fiction Seminars, Critical Reading and Writing classes, and a wide variety of creative
nonfiction, genre, publishing, and other Specialty Writing courses taught using distinctly successful complementary approaches. The success of the Story Workshop
approach and those complementary approaches used in the Fiction Writing
Department program is reflected in the broad range of voices, subjects, forms, and
cultural/linguistic backgrounds represented in all editions of Hair Trigger during its
illustrious history, including the edition that you are holding in your hands.
An exhaustive and rigorous selection process is used with Hair Trigger to ensure
that no excellent story-whatever its voice, subject, or approach-will be overlooked.
Student editors in our College Literary Publications class work over a semester with
a faculty advisor who helps them reveal their unconscious as well as conscious biases.
These editors, formed into two diverse teams, read submissions and decide which
should be passed along to the full group. Those manuscripts passed ahead in the
process are read by all editors, who then begin the hard work of discussing which
pieces should go into the final book. Instructors may appeal a rejected piece for
another reading and discussion by student editors who, in conjunction with the
advisor, are responsible for making the final decisions. For space reasons, we are
unable to include many excellent stories and essays each year; but over the maga-

zine's history, this thorough, fair process has ensured that the best of the best will
eventually see the light of day. Respect for the reader, for content, for form, for point
of view and language, and vividness of telling characterize the selections printed in
this volume, and we believe that the diversity represented in the pages of Hair Trigger
stands as a distinct and refreshing contrast to the so-called "workshop story" found in
many other writing programs. Our appreciation goes to the student editors, chosen for
their own ability as writers and readers.
Hair Trigger 27 and the various editions of The Best of Hair Trigger descend
from a bloodline that includes such widely acclaimed anthologies as The Story
Workshop Reader, Angels in My Oven, It Never Stopped Raining, and Don 1 You Know
There's a War On? The Fiction Writing Department is also presently home to the
nationally distributed journal F Magazine, as well as the highly regarded science fiction journal, Spec-Lit.
Congratulations to Chris Maul Rice, who was chiefly responsible as Faculty
Advisor for supervising undergraduate and graduate student editors in the overall
selection and production process for Hair Trigger 27, and to Coordinator of Faculty
Development Shawn Shiflett, who oversees Hair Trigger for the Fiction Writing
Department.
Thanks to Randall Albers, Chair, Andrew Allegretti, Don Gennaro De Grazia,
Ann Hemenway, Antonia Logue, Eric May, Patricia Ann McNair, Alexis Pride,
Shawn Shiflett, Joe Meno, John Schultz, and Betty Shiflett for consulting on matters
affecting the student editors' complex editorial selection process-as well as to the
many other excellent teacher-writers in the Fiction Writing program.
Thanks to Creative and Printing Services Director Mary Johnson and to Abigail
Friedman for cover and layout design. Particular thanks go to Deborah Roberts, Linda
Naslund, and Jenny Seay for copyediting, proofreading, and supervising crucial
phases of production. Thanks, too, to Joe Anderson, Nicole Chakalis, Katie Corboy,
Aaron Golding, Conrad Jacobson, Jane Jeffries, Jen Krueger, Stephanie Kuehnert,
J.B. Mulholland, Arin Mulvaney, Emily Pankow, Jantae Spencer, Maurine Stellhorn,
Bill Tanner, Patty Templeton, and Rose Tully for their production assistance. And
special thanks to Mica "Frighteningly Hydrated" Racine, who has long given us
invaluable assistance in production and design of Hair Trigger and other projects.
Our profound gratitude goes to Warrick Carter, President of Columbia College

Chicago; to Steve Kapelke, Academic Vice President/Provost; to Leonard Lehrer,
Dean of the School of Fine and Performing Arts; and to Keith Cleveland, Graduate
School Dean, for their continuing support and encouragement of this program.
And we owe a debt, above all, to the over 550 students registered for classes in
the Fiction Writing Department each semester, each of whom played a part in the
coming-to-fruition of the stories and essays published in this volume.
We are proud of the writers who appear in Hair Trigger 27, and we know that you
will enjoy the original and inventive work appearing in these pages.
Gary Johnson, Acting Chair
Fiction Writing Department
Hair Trigger 27 Student Editors
Ryan Brown
Katie Corboy
Frank Crist
Heather Davis
James M. Elkins
William Gregory
Meredith Grahl
Stephanie Kuehnert
Jenny Seay
Ryan Sinon
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Jill Winski
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Dontay
Carla McCarty

"DAMN, ROLL THE MOTHERFUCKERS ALREADY AND STOP HOLDING 'EM LIKE

they your G-damn balls." Clayzekial leaned against the chain-link fence that
separated the four boys from the twelve-story drop to the ground, the tips of
his fingers just touching the edges of his sagging shorts pockets-the only parts
of his hands far enough down to reach the openings. Bouncing off the brick
wall and concrete floor of the outdoor hallway, his voice sounded deeper than
it actually was. The project buildings that made up Chicago's Robert Taylor
Homes loomed around them, cradling them, blocking out the sun and
embracing the boys in murky shadows.
Dontay looked at Clayzekial, trying to decide whether to kick his ass, look
like he wanted to kick his ass, or just roll the dice like he said. He decided just
to roll the dice. Clay had just started cussing last year, at the end of fifth grade,
holding out after years of being called a church-boy. He finally gave in,
although he never sounded right-still pronounced every syllable, sounding
like a white boy (motheifuckers instead of mothafuckas). And he still wouldn't say
"God" damn. Dontay decided to let him have his moment in the spotlight.
Dontay shook the dice in his partially closed hand, like he'd seen the older
guys on the corner do, and flung them against the bottom of the wall. "Seven,
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mothafucka. Tallc shit now. You lucky we ain't playing for money 'cause you'd
be one broke-ass nigguh." Dontay spoke while trying to turn around, inconspicuously, making sure his grandmother wasn't peeking around the corner,
spying on him like she sometimes did.
Dontay had been smart enough to join the cussing club four years back, in
second grade, so the group accepted his words without giving him any weird
looks or teasing him like they still sometimes did to Clay. He knew, though,
that if his grandmother ever heard him talking the way he tallced with his
friends, she'd wash his mouth out with soap. But it wasn't like a regular mouthwashing, or what he imagined a regular mouth-washing to be. His grandmother used dishwashing liquid-Joy, her favorite--and she'd make you stand
there, head upturned, while she poured it over your clenched teeth. Then she'd
make you brush with it until she got done lecturing you, which could sometimes take forever.
Dontay had never had it done to him, but he'd seen it happen a couple of
years ago to his sister, Shanicqua. His grandmother had made sure that both he
and his little brother Randy were present, to ward off any future attempts at
cussing in her earshot. And while Shanicqua brushed her teeth, his grandmother paced back and forth outside the open bathroom door, hand holding
her hip, talking seemingly to herself, saying stuff like "I'm the only grown
woman 'round here. Fifteen is three year's off being grown, and you ain't never
gon' be grown enough to cuss up in my house."
And all Shanicqua had said was, "Damn."
"I know y'all boys ain't outside my door shooting no dice." Dontay heard
Ms. Ruby's voice, old and shaky, but forceful nonetheless, come from behind
her apartment door. "Especially on a Sunday." Ms. Ruby was born again and
was the nosiest old woman in the building, which was really saying something,
since most of the old women in the building spent half their days minding
everybody else's business-yelling at all the neighborhood kids when they did
wrong, like they were their own children, then reporting the wrong-doings to
the kids' mothers.And even though that seemed to be one of his grandmother's
favorite pastimes-all the neighborhood kids knew her-no one was worse
than Ms. Ruby, who sat by her window all day next to the phone, with binoculars, and made sure that no one in her eyesight was doing anything
"unseemly" as she liked to say. But Dontay and his friends still liked to play in
front of her apartment, because she was hard of hearing and refused to wear her
hearing aid, because she said it made things "too loud," and since she was in a
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wheelchair, it took a while for her to get to her door, so they always had plenty
of time to get away before she could catch them.
"No, Ms. Ruby." Dontay got up from the crouched huddle he and his
friends had made and went over to her door. "We not playing dice. We was just
coming to see if you wanted anything from the store.You know, since the elevator ain't working."Whenever the elevator wasn't working, the twelfth-floor
folks, and sometimes the folks from the floors above twelve, stopped by Ms.
Ruby's on their way to get groceries or candy, to check and see if she needed
anything. Partly to be nice, partly because it was easier than having to get their
brothers, sons, or baby-daddies to carry her and her wheelchair down a million
stairs, push her to the store and then wait while she spent thirty minutes trying
to pick out the freshest bunch of collard greens. Dontay figured this was as
good an excuse as any to explain why they were in front of her door.
Clayzekial started laughing. Larvelle back-handed him in the chest and put
his finger over his own mouth. Clay covered his mouth and continued snickering, more quietly, into his hand.
"Who's that talking?" Ms. Ruby yelled.
"Dontay."
"Aw, ain't that sweet, baby. Naw, I don't really need nothing right now ..."
she paused, and added, "but I do have me a taste for some butter beans."
Damn, Dontay hadn't expected her to say yes. Now he was going to have
to go all the way to the store, right when he was winning at dice. He heard
Ms. Ruby roll away from her door, to go get her purse, he figured. Dontay
looked over at his friends. KJ and Larvelle both had what'd-the-fuck-you-dothat-for looks on their faces, and Clay had gone back to tossing dice against the
wall. He knew they wouldn't go with him, not because they minded the walk,
just because they were pissed he brought it up in the first place.
After a minute, Ms. Ruby shouted, "That's all right, baby," from somewhere
deep in the apartment, probably her bedroom. "I got plenty of food in this
house," her voice got louder as she rolled back toward the door, "and I need to
save my little pennies."
"All right." Relieved, Dontay turned and grinned at KJ and Larvelle.
"But, you know," Ms. Ruby sounded like her mouth was right up to the
jamb, like she was trying to whisper through the door. Dontay turned back
around. "Ya mama still owe me that ten dollars from a couple of weeks ago, and
I ain't seen her around. You think she plan on coming home tonight?"
Without meaning to, Dontay looked over his shoulder. Larvelle quickly
averted his eyes, stuffed his hands in his pants pockets, and walked over towards
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Clay. KJ stared hard at the brick wall next to him, like he had just noticed it
for the first time.
Dontay turned back and glared at the door.
"I mean," Ms. Ruby said, ''I'm just saying that if Wanda was gon' be here,
and she had the money, maybe I could go on and get me them beans."
Biting hard on the inside of his cheek, Dontay tried to keep himself from
saying something his grandmother would make him regret.
"But that's OK, though. I don't need no butter beans nohow." Then she
added quickly, "Thanks for asking."
"Yeah, all right," Dontay replied, a little louder than he'd intended.
"Dontay? Is that you out there?" All four boys snapped to attention. This
time the voice came from Dontay's apartment, and although the call seemed
no louder than a whisper, the tone let him know that he'd better haul ass. KJ
gathered up the dice and hurriedly stuffed them in the pocket of his jeans.
''I'm out here, Grandmama, in the hallway." He glanced at Ms. Ruby's door
once more, fighting the urge to kick it, then hurried around the corner to his
apartment before his grandmother had a chance to come get him. He hated
when she did that, especially when his friends were around.
"Boy, what I tell you 'bout leavin' that do' open." Dontay's grandmother
stood at the doorway to the kitchen, right hip jutted out to the side, hand
perched somewhere between her large, protruding hip and the small of her
back. "You ain't been out there running, have you?"
"Unh-unh."
"Good, 'cause I ain't got time to be running you off to the hospital again.
You know you got the asthma."
Dontay wished his grandmother would stop telling him that all the time.
If he did the slightest thing, even getting up from the couch too quickly, she
had to remind him about his asthma. He was surprised she didn't make him
carry his pump on a string around his neck and wear a medical bracelet like
the one she had to wear. He glanced over at his friends who had eased their
way to the boarded-up apartment door right next to his. He hoped they hadn't
heard her. They all knew he had asthma-he'd had to use his pump around
them several times-but he knew they were already going to mess with him
about his grandmother calling him in the first place, wasn't no use giving them
something else to tease him about.
"Hey, Mrs. Morrison," Larvelle crooned into the apartment sweetly. Too
sweetly. Dontay wanted to punch him for doing a piss-poor job of trying to
play innocent, sounding like he'd been out doing wrong and making them all
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guilty by association.
"Unh hunh. Hello, Larvelle," Dontay's grandmother replied, obviously not
fooled by Larvelle's syrupy tone. She looked at Dontay. "It's about time for you
to be coming on in this house. And tell them ol' raunchy friends a yours to play
in front of somebody else's door."
Dontay turned to his friends and tried to be cool, "I gotta go, y'all."
"Yeah, yeah, we know," KJ said, sounding hard, but still whispering so
Dontay's grandmother wouldn't hear. "Everybody on the whole flo' heard her.
We'll see you later-if you ever get to come outside again." He started holding
his chest and talking, taking a loud, heaving breath after each syllable. "I'llsee-you-to-mor-row." And all three boys started laughing.
Dontay waved his hand at them dismissively and strolled into the apartment. After double-bolting the door, he squeezed sideways between the end
table and the arm of the chair and sat down on the couch, careful to avoid the
areas where the springs lay just beneath the surface of the fabric-the brown
cushions worn down long before the family received the used couch. He
turned on the television to watch cartoons.
"Dontay! What's the matter wich you, boy? Didn't you hear me callin'
you?" The cinder-block walls made his grandmother's voice seem like it was
coming from every direction.
Dontay hopped up and skittered to the kitchen. "I thought you just wanted
me to close ..."
Before he could finish his sentence, Dontay's grandmother snapped her
finger once, the snapping hand transforming into a pointed finger before the
sound of the snap had even reached his ears. "Don't you talk back to me, boy,"
she said from the other side of the hallway-width kitchen. "Don't make me
have to slap you."
Dontay knew better than to argue the point. He stood at the kitchen door
and waited for his grandmother to tell him what she wanted. She ignored him
as she looked through the cabinets and into the refrigerator. The little bottles
of her insulin, stored in the door, clinked together,jingling like Christmas bells.
Her dusty gray hair was pinned up in her "cook.in' hairstyle," as she called it,
and she wore the royal blue apron that one of the neighbors had gotten free
down at the gas station. Everybody knew that Dontay's grandmother loved
royal blue. She always said if you had to be dark-skinned, you might as well
wear something that complements it. Blue and black go nice together, she'd say.
Finally, she turned to Dontay. The white lettering across her chest read Amoco.
"Boy, you look a mess," she said, eying him from head to toe and shaking
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her head. "Ain't it about time for Shanicqua to re-braid yo' hair?"
Dontay hovered his hands just above his cornrowed hair to see how much
frizz he could feel tickle his palm. "Yeah, I already asked her. She said she
couldn't do it 'til this weekend."
"Well, you got good hair. Most folks'd kill for that kinda hair," she said, patting her hair which had already napped up, even though she had just pressed it
yesterday. Dontay never understood why she bothered; she always wore a wig
outside anyway. "And here you are," she continued, "hair almost better than
most white folks' hair-with all them waves-and not takin' care of it. It's a
shame, got all that hair and nice, light-brown skin, and you still look pitiful."
Dontay just stood there and listened. He was used to these lectures. He
wondered why his grandmother never seemed to notice that most of the guys
around the neighborhood didn't keep up with their hair half as good as he did.
Hell, Tiko walked around with one side of his hair braided and the other side
sticking up all over the place-full of lint and all. He wanted to point that out,
but he knew it wouldn't do any good.
"Well, at least pull yo' clothes up on yo'self. What is it wich y'all young
folks? Gotta have clothes all hangin' off a ya. That don't look cool-just look
like you don't know how to dress yo'self."
Dontay lifted his almost-knee-length baseball jersey, pulled up his oversized jeans, covering his boxers, and tightened his belt. He didn't really like the
baggy style anyway, it made him feel sloppy, but that's what most of the other
kids wore, everybody except the nerdy ones who got picked on all the time,
so Dontay made sure his clothes were sufficiently oversized.
"I guess tha's better, but you too short for them pants."
Dontay cringed, it was bad enough his friends always teased him about his
height, he didn't want to have to hear it at home too. He wished his grandmother would just tell him what she wanted.
"You finish yo' homework?"
"Unh-hunh."
"OK, then I need you to go down to the market and git me two boxes of
Jiffy cornbread mix, some SPAM, and three of them li'l cans a green beans,
three for a dolla' ." She limped noisily over to Dontay. He wished he could
afford to buy her some new house-shoes-not only because she needed them
(every time she lifted her foot even an inch, the torn plastic sole flopped pitifully to the floor and doubled over), but because he was tired of having to hear
her walk. She whispered conspiratorially, "And get me a two-pack of them
Honey Buns, too."
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"Now, Grandmama, you know you not supposed to be eating that. That's
probably why you limpin' around here now."
His grandmother looked down at her hip as she rubbed it with the tips of
her fingers. "This ain't nothing a good soak in some Epsom salt won't fix."
"But, Grandmama, the doctor told you no more sweets or ..."
She flung her hand, turned her back to him, and walked over to the
kitchen sink to wash dishes. "Oh, boy, please. I'm about tired of yo' little lectures. Who the grown-up around here? I ain't nothing to that doctor but a
number and a paycheck. She'd tell me I ain't supposed to be eating nothing but
grass, oats, and prune juice, if I let her. Whatever it takes to keep me coming
in, so she can get that good government money. 'Lemme take this test. Lemme
take that test.' Woman got more of my blood in her office than I got in my
body. Hmmh. Telling me I need to lose thirty pounds. I ain't meant to look like
one of them little toothpick girls."
"Grandmama, I don't think losing thirty pounds is gonna to make you
look like no toothpick girl."
"Oh! You don't think so, hunh?" She turned around to face Dontay. "So
about how many pounds you think it'll take?"
Now Dontay waved his hand and smirked. "You know I ain't mean it like
that. Just gimme the stamps so I can ..."
"Naw. I wanna know how many pounds you think I need to lose to be a
little-tooth-pick-girl." She flicked her hips from side to side with each word.
"'Bout how many you figure? A hundred? Two hundred? A thousand? Come
on, give me a number."
Dontay opened his arms wide and ran in fake slow motion to his grandmother, wrapping his arms around her. "You don't need to lose one pound,"
he said in the cheesiest voice he could muster, kissing her face several times.
"You're perfect just the way you are."
"Boy, get up off me!" she yelled, trying to suppress laughter while half
struggling out of his embrace.
Dontay reached into her apron pocket, snatched out the five-dollar food
stamp he knew was there, and jumped back just in time to miss a slap in the
head. "All right, I'll get them. This time," he said, walking quickly towards the
door. Maybe he could still catch up with his friends.
"Mm-hmmh.You'll get 'em whenever I tell you to. And don't you come
back here with that ol' nasty cornbread you brought here last week," his grandmother added. Dontay made sure to turn around and look at her while she
talked. Last time he hadn't, she'd thrown her house-shoe across the room, hit
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him in the back of the head and yelled, "Nah you know, I don't want to see the
back of nobody's head when I'm talkin' to 'em." Even then her shoe had been
softened with age, so it hadn't hurt, but Dontay had gotten the point. "Make
sure it's Jiffy cornbread, and if they ain't got it down at Spotlight, go down to
Nick's grocery and see if he got any, but if you gotta go down there just git
one box 'cause Nick know he charge too much. I ain't never been to no sto'
that ..."
Dontay backed out of the apartment leaving his grandmother in the
kitchen. Once she started mumbling, she wasn't talking to nobody but herself
anyway.
Dontay walked down the corridor, letting his hand run across the chain
link fence outside of his door. In the distance, he could see the tall downtown
buildings-the black, slick-looking Sears Tower rising above them all. Right
before his third- grade class had gone on a field trip to the building, his teacher
had told them that it had more than a hundred floors. From this distance, it
didn't seem that tall, in fact, it looked like it was about the same height as his
building. He wished he hadn't gotten into a fight the week of the trip, but some
boy in his brother's class had been picking on Randy for a week, and Dontay
had to straighten him out. He still wondered what a hundred floors looked like
up close, though. He kept promising himself he'd make time one day to take
the fifteen-minute bus ride and find out.
Across the courtyard of his complex, he could see kids in one of the other
buildings, running around on each floor, playing behind their own fences. On
the floor directly across from his, three girls played double Dutch (fourth
graders from his school who his grandmother called fast because they always
wore tight clothes-a fact Dontay didn't mind). On the level below them,
Rochelle's four kids ran back and forth down the hall, and right under them,
some kids Dontay didn't recognize did the same thing in the opposite direction, almost like they'd all planned it. Their excited screams echoed from their
concrete halls over to his-that is until Rochelle came out and told her kids to
"shut-up all that damn noise." They all paused for a moment, then continued
to run without screaming. Several years ago, Rochelle and Dontay's mother
had been best friends.
But that had all changed now.
It would be dark in a couple of hours, and Dontay wondered whether his
mother would make it over in time for dinner. He'd seen her walking around
the neighborhood a few times, usually hanging all over some man, and she kept
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promising she'd come by the house soon, but she hadn't been home for a
couple of days. He hoped she'd actually make it today.
"Eh, Don-taay!" Dontay looked down to see Tony, standing in the playground twelve stories below him. Dontay rolled his eyes. Tony was one of them
old dudes-twenty something-who lived with his mother and tried to stay
young by hanging out with kids. Besides, he was a little slow, and the men
around the hood didn't do nothing but make fun of him. Really, everybody
made fun of him, but the kids didn't do it to his face. They needed him around
for those times they'd scrape up enough money for a forty-ounce and they
needed an adult to go get it. Usually they wouldn't even give him any beer for
his trouble.
Dontay wasn't on all that, he just couldn't figure out a way to tell him to
be gone, without hurting his feelings.
Even from the twelfth floor, Dontay could see that Tony had on the same
black jeans and red Bulls "Three-peat"T-shirt he had been wearing for the last
week or so. Dontay figured the Bulls would probably twelve-peat before Tony
changed his clothes.
"Where you fina go?"Tony yelled.
"To the sto' fo' my grandmama. Why?"
"Well, just come down, I'll go wich you."
Dontay tried to think of a way out of it, but then he figured some company was better than being alone. "OK, but it's gonna take me a while, the elevator ain't workin' again."
"Yeah, it ain't workin' in my building, either. I had to walk down fourteen
flights and I ain't in no hurry to walk back up."
Dontay ran as fast as he could to the fifth floor, got tired and walked the
rest of the way. By the time he reached the bottom of the stairway, his breath
came in loud heaves. He took his inhaler from his pocket, pumped two quick
bursts into his mouth and leaned against the wall to catch his breath. He
watched while Tony busied himself in the courtyard's playground, unraveling
the swings from the top bar of the swing set. Dontay was impressed that he
didn't even have to stand on tiptoe to reach them.
Dontay stuffed his inhaler back into his pocket and walked over to the
swings, kicking at the gravel-trying to look like he hadn't just had an asthma
attack, not that it mattered. Except for Tony, the playground was empty. So far,
April had been a rainy month, and last night's thunderstorms had left puddles
that looked like mini-lakes all over the yard-which Dontay figured was the
reason everyone was staying on their own floors.
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"I hate it when folks do this," Tony said, standing in one of the puddles,
stretching his long, dark arms upward, repeatedly tossing the rubber seat of a
swing around the bar, each loop bringing it closer to the ground. The chains
rattled loudly and Tony's arms rippled with "basketball muscles," as he called
them whenever anybody talked about how skinny his arms were.
Dontay sat in one of the already liberated swings and watched-he wished
he was tall enough to help. Not that he cared about the swings being up there;
some of them were probably still there from the last time he swung them up.
But it'd be nice to be tall enough to reach them.
"I mean, what's the point of flingin' the swings up there and then cain't
nobody use 'em." Tony brought the last swing down and shoved it angrily,
almost causing it to reloop around the top bar.
"Man," Dontay mumbled, a little embarrassed. "Don't nobody really swing
in these things 'cept them little kids, anyway."
"So. Still."
Dontay stood up, stuffed his hands in his pants pockets and started walking.
Tony followed.
"Which sto' you goin' to?"Tony pulled some raggedy napkin, stained with
what looked like barbecue sauce, from his jeans pocket and wiped away the
sweat that was shining on his forehead. The cheap napkin left a trail of little
white lint specks on his dark skin. His gymshoes sloshed and left wet footprints
on the pavement.
"Spotlight. But I might have to go down to Nick's, too."
"Aw-right, I'll go to both wich you. I ain't got nothin' else to do."
"I thought you was supposed to be goin' to look for a job today."
"Yeah, I was, but I ain't got nothin' to wear.Jimmy was supposed to be loaning
me his suit, but he decided to go look for a job too, so he wore it hisself."
"You cain't fit Jimmy's suit noway. He ain't nowhere near tall as you."
Tony kicked a beer bottle into the golden-yellow support beam of the elevated train track. "Well, it's better than nothing."
Dontay waited for the two trains above them to pass, one heading east
toward downtown, the other heading further west, deeper into the hood. You
could sometimes yell over the rumbling of one train, but talking over two was
impossible. On the sidewalk, Dontay could see the train's shadow rush by. "I
heard Bobbie-Jean tell my grandmama that the place where she work is hirin' ,"
he said, after both trains had passed, "but not 'til summer."
"Why she tellin' that to yo' grandmama? She on aid and Social Security.
She got it made in the shade."
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"Boy, my grandmama ain't tryin' to get no job. She tryin' to find Shanicqua
a job for the summer."
"Why she ain't tryin' to find you one?"
"Last time I checked it still wasn't legal to hire twelve-year-olds.You gotta
be sixteen to get a real job."
"Well, I got that beat by," Tony paused to count on his fingers, "eight
years." He finished. "What's the job?"
"Milk.boy."
"Milkboy?"
"Yeah. Deliverin' milk to summer-school kids."
"You mean on one of them school trucks?"
"Unh-huh."
"Aw! That's for kids," Tony said, waving his hand as if to get rid of some
annoying bug. "I ain't takin' no job as no milkboy."
"When the last time you seen a kid delivering milk, Tony? If milkboy
bother you so much, you could call yourself the milkman."
"Man, that's for kids. I gotta have me a real job." They both turned and
waved at Shauna through the open door of the Currency Exchange. She waved
back from behind a wall of bullet-proof glass.
Tony shoved the heavy, wooden door to the Spotlight store-it squeaked
open, and the attached bell jingled annoyingly, like it was one of those of
country stores Dontay'd seen on TV The smell of pickle juice made Dontay's
mouth water, and he looked behind the counter to see Felicia sucking on a big
pickle with a peppermint stick poking out the middle. He knew it wasn't no
point saying hi-Wheel of Fortune was on, so she wouldn't hear him anyway.
"Wha's the last job you had, Tony?" Dontay said, walking to the back of
the store, the ratty wooden floorboards creaking with every other step. He
grabbed the three cans of green beans that were the least dusty and wiped them
off on his shirt.
"Well, I worked at McDonald's for a few months, almost made it to crew
chief, but they gave it to some kid 'cause he had been there two weeks longer,
so I quit."
"What about befo' that?"
"Befo' what?"
"Befo' McDonald's. Where did you work befo' McDonald's?"
"Nowhere;' Tony said, raising his eyebrows, looking surprised by the question.
"Well, how long did you work there?"
"Two and a half months. Almost made it to crew chief. Damn kid."
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***

Dontay grabbed the last two boxes ofJiffy mix, glad that he wouldn't have
to make the trek over to Nick's. Nick was a nice old guy, but he was lonely and
always kept Dontay in the store for days, or at least it felt that way.
He'd talk about the olden days when he lived down South in Mississippi.
"Yeah, I'd be work.in' right next to mah daddy, I would," he'd start. "We was an
industrious pair, we was, always in them fields. The sun would be uh-shinin'
down on our heads-Daddy's bald spot would be soaked and shinin', almost as
bright as that sun was. Mama would bring us out a pitcher of lemonade, and
me and Daddy would sit down right there in the field and drink. We ain't talk
much, but it felt good, us together like that, it felt good." He'd laugh and his
big eyes, which always seemed to be watery, would float to the ceiling.
Dontay always found the conversation depressing, 'cause he could stare at
the ceiling 'til kingdom come, and no memory of his father would ever materialize for him.
When he finished reminiscing, Nick would smile at Dontay-one of those
you-remind-me-of- me-when-I-was-litt le smiles. And later, when he got
home, Dontay would find a couple pieces of caramel in his bag-it's a wonder
Nick made any money the way he gave stuff away all the time.
Dontay walked to the counter where Felicia was sprawled in front of the
TV, hand under her chin, mouth slightly opened, looking bored, amazed and
dazed all at once. Her French roll sat so high up that Dontay couldn't see the
man on TV, who'd just told Pat he'd like to buy a vowel.
Dontay looked at the Honey Buns under the counter, considered telling
his grandmother that they were out, and then decided against it. He knew she
would just make him go to every store in the neighborhood until he found
some. He grabbed a pack and laid the groceries down in front of Felicia who
jerked, and sat up quickly. She looked at Dontay and Tony like she was trying
to understand how they'd slipped past her radar.
"Boyyyyyyy! Don't be sneak.in' up on me like that.You know I'm pack.in'
up under this counter. You almost got your head blown off." She crossed her
arms over her full chest, covering up the red-stitched word Player on her
cropped white T-shirt, raising the short shirt even higher, showing more of her
small waist and the little pouch of her stomach. The fake diamond in her navel
ring glinted with each movement. Sometimes, Dontay came in the store when
he didn't even want to buy anything. Just wanted to see Felicia in one of her
thousands of tight outfits.
Felicia leaned against the counter. A piece of red-stretch-pants-en cased hip
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meat settled itself next to Dontay's can of SPAM. Tony looked at her hip hungrily. Felicia glared at him.
"Eyes up here, mothafucka!" Felicia said, snapping her fingers several times
around the circumference of her face. "Cuz you ain't getting none of this." She
slapped the side of her butt loudly.
Dontay snickered under his breath, trying to stay quiet so Felicia wouldn't
turn her attack on him. He stepped back, crossed his arms and prepared to
enjoy the show.
Tony looked up at Felicia. "I 'on't want none of it."
"Unh-hunh. That's whatcha mouth say."
"Naw, that's what I say. I don't want none of the shit. Prob'ly got hair
growin' out ya' ass."
"And wouldn't you like to see it and find out."
"Naw, that ain't even necessary. Enough folks 'round here done seen it and
described it in full detail. It was just like bein' there."
"Kiss my ass, Tony."
"Unh-unh. Don't wanna get hair in my mouth."
"Naw, you just afraid you might like it too much."
"Whatever, Felicia. Just do yo' job and ring his shit up. Damn, why I gotta
get a hassle from you every time I come in here?"
"Come in here and keep yo' eyes where they belong and you won't get no
hassle. Don't start none, won't be none."
Felicia snatched up the can of SPAM and punched at the cash register keys
with a pencil, so she wouldn't break one of her long, curved nails. She paused
briefly after each item to catch a glimpse of the game show. "Ain't but two letters left," she yelled at the man on TV who had decided to spin the wheel
again. "Solve the damn puzzle 'fo you get bankrupt. Greedy ass!" She rang the
last item and turned to Dontay, "Five thirty-two."
"Five thirty-two!" Dontay repeated. He looked down at his five-dollar
food stamp and glanced quickly at each of the little red price tags, adding each
one in his head. "You must-uh rung that up wrong, Felicia, it's supposed to be
four sixty-eight."
"Unh-uh, them green beans ain't on sale no mo' and the Jiffy went up
twenty five cents." She put her hand on her hip, as if that might ward off any
further challenge.
Dontay turned to Tony, "Man, you got thirty-two cents?"
"Naw, man," Tony said, turning his pants pockets inside out, causing gray
fuzz to float to the floor. "I'm broke."
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"That's OK, my grandmama would probably have a heart attack if I spent
this whole five anyway," Dontay said pitifully. He was glad the fifteenth of the
month was coming in a couple of days. They always had to cut corners right
before their next aid check came-the money and stamps from April 1 were
almost gone. But on the fifteenth, they'd stock up again, and his grandmother
would be able to cook her specialty, which also happened to be Dontay's
favorite dish, smothered pork chops, mashed potatoes, and creamed corn with
cheese. "Put one-uh them green beans back, Felicia, we all just gonna haveta
share two cans tonight."
"Why don't you put back them Honey Buns?"Tony asked.
"Unh-unh, them for my grandmama. She'll get mad ifl don't get 'em."
"Oh. Well, I'm sorry, man. I'd give you the money if I had it."
"I know, man, it's not yo' fault."
Felicia blew out a sharp breath causing the long candy-apple red strip of
weaved hair hanging to the side of her face to blow upward. "Heah boy, take
the damn beans," she said, shoving the can towards Dontay. "I hate to hear a
guy whinin'."
"But I ain't got the money."
"I said take the damn beans, boy, so just take-um.And next time you come
in here tryin' to spend a whole dolla' on candy and shit, I'll take it outta there."
"A whole thirty-two cents!" Dontay said, like she had lost her mind. "You
know how much candy that is!"
"Boy, you betta take them beans and get outta my face talkin' about some
candy-you tryin' my nerves nah. And you," she said, pointing a curved blue
nail at Tony, "you need to get a job, broke ass. I'm younger than you and I got
a job."
"Awright, awright, Felicia. Who startin' shit now?"Tony waved her off
"Eh, Felicia," Dontay interjected, "wrap them Honey Buns up in a separate brown bag."
"Why?"
"'Cause that's how my grandmama want it." Dontay didn't understand why
he had to explain that every time he came in there.
As always she obliged him, while mumbling under her breath about
wasting good bags, like she paid for them out of her own pocket. She handed
him both bags and he and Tony walked out of the store.
"Y'all don't know how to say thank you?" Dontay heard Felicia yell as the
door closed. Dontay and Tony looked at each other, reopened the door just
wide enough to fit their heads through, one atop the other, and said, almost
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singing, "Thank you, Felicia." With her eyes still glued to the television, she
waved them off and smiled.
"So, where we goin' now, man?" Tony stood with his hand cupped over
his eyes and squinted, even though the sun was behind him.
Dontay tucked the small brown bag into the big white plastic one. "I gotta
go home, man. My grandmama waitin' for me so she can fix dinner, and
Mama'll be home tonight."
"Aw man,jus' come around Sunny's house for a little while. It won't take
that long."
"Boy, I don't know why you keep asking me to go over there. I ain't even
about to catch no case for Sunny's dumb ass. I'm just waiting for the day the
police break down his door-his lazy self. Only drug dealer I know stupid
enough to always sell drugs out his own house. And you need to stop hanging
over there, too."
Tony shrugged his shoulders. "We don't be doing nothing but playing
video games. He just got the new PlayStation-man, it's baaad. That's why he
don't like to leave. And he like playing me, 'cause I let him win."
"Oh, you let him win."
"Yeah, you know, since it's his house and all." Tony smiled sheepishly.
"Unh-hunh." Dontay said, puckering his lips in disbelief.
"Anyway, the people don't be bothering us too much. Most of the time
Sunny have his little brother answer the door, if he at home. That way Sunny
ain't gotta stop playing the game."Tony paused for a minute. "Sometimes, I see
your mom's over there." His eyes were round and his voice expectant, like he
thought mentioning that might change Dontay's mind and make him want to
come over.
Dontay just stared at him.
"But we ain't gotta go over there," Tony added quickly, darting his eyes
from side to side. "We could just walk around for a little bit."
"I cain't man-I gotta go home. Mama's gon' be there soon."
"Awright then, man, I'll just talk to you later,"Tony said, his voice low, his
whole body slumping, seeming to shrink right before Dontay's eyes. "Tell Ms.
Morrison I said hi."
"You mean my mama or my grandmama?"
"Both of 'em-if yo' mama show ..." Tony stopped himself before finishing the sentence. "Both of 'em," he repeated.
Dontay quickly turned his back to Tony, not sure that he could mask the
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look of hurt and embarrassment on his face. Why did everybody have to know
about his mother's habit and her broken promises? Even Tony's slow self knew.
He'd have to remember to stop telling Tony every time his mother said she was
coming home. "Awright, bye, Tony."
Dontay walked slowly, trying to avoid the craters that saturated the street
and the folks who hung on their porches all day, stopping everybody they
knew-asking nosy questions-always trying to keep up on the neighborhood
gossip. Who slept with so-and-so's girlfriend? Who got busted trying to sell weed to
undercover cops? Whose mama's selling her body for drug money?
Dontay avoided those people and their "How's your mama?" questionslike they really cared. As much as he could, he stayed on streets surrounded by
vacant lots and abandoned buildings. He always walked in the street on those
blocks, though. Last time he walked too close to one of those abandoned buildings some crack-head guy had stepped out of an unsealed hallway, telling him
he'd do anything if Dontay'd just give him a dollar.
The door to the Everlasting Church of Christ was open-probably to air
out for the evening services-and Dontay could smell the familiar musty scent
of the carpet wafting out into the street. None of his family had been there in
a few months, since his grandmother's hip had started bothering her too much
to make the trip, and even though he wished she would get better (he hated
to see how she sometimes winced in pain when she walked), he was glad he
didn't have to spend his entire Sunday watching Reverend James shout about
the goodness of the Lord Jesus Christ our Savior sent from God up in Heaven!
He did miss hearing the choir, though-they could sing their asses off. He
would've said hi to the Reverend, who was up by the altar, but he seemed to
be really concentrating on polishing the wooden pulpit. He wondered why he
didn't get somebody else to do things like that. Probably thought the Lord
would bless him if he did it himself-"The meek shall inherit the earth!"
Dontay could imagine him saying. Dontay decided to keep on walking, let him
earn his blessings in peace.
As usual, there was a crowd of guys in front of the liquor store, which,
because of its location, had been brilliantly named, "The Corner Store."
"Hey, li'l man," Dontay heard, as he weaved his way through the men, who,
for some reason, refused to stand closer to the building so people could get by.
He turned to see Woogie leaning against the doorway. The cigarette clenched
in the side of his mouth burned orange and shrunk as he inhaled.
Dontay hated being called "li'l man," not only because it made reference
height, but because there were about six people in the neighborhood
his
to
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with that nickname, and that's only the ones he knew of. But no matter how
many times he told people not to do it, they periodically called him that
anyway. He wondered how Woogie would feel if he started calling him fatman. Dontay figured he'd probably like it. "Hey, Woogie. What's up?" Dontay
stopped in front of the store.
"Nothing much, man." Woogie took the cigarette from his mouth using
his index finger and thumb-like he was smoking a really small joint-and
held it in his hand. He pushed himself off the doorway with his shoulder and
stepped off the store's low landing, causing his belly, which poked out about
twelve inches in front of him, to bounce once-down, then back up. Even
though he was big, his fat was packed solid, everything on him either bounced
or swayed, nothing jiggled. A few of the men parted to make a large enough
path for him as he walked toward Dontay. Woogie stood about six-foot-three
and weighed at least 350 pounds. Dontay figured if anybody had a right to call
him li'l man, it would be Woogie. "Got your groceries and e'rythang," he said,
touching Dontay's grocery bag and grinning, his slightly brown teeth still
looking bright in contrast to his dark skin. "What's Grandma Alberta cooking
for me tonight?"
Mostly everyone in the neighborhood called Dontay's grandmother,
"Grandma Alberta." Even grown men like Woogie.
"Grandma Alberta ain't cooking you nothing. Man, cain't nobody afford to
feed you."
Woogie laughed. His voice was deep, tonal. "I saw Renee the other day."
"Oh, yeah?" Dontay replied, looking longingly toward his building, across
the street.
"She said she ain't heard from Knee-hi in a long while."
Dontay was really tired of hearing this same report every time Woogie
went to go visit his family on the South Side. Renee was Dontay's and
Shanicqua's father's play-cousin. She and Woogie had grown up together, when
she still lived west. Several months ago, they'd reunited when she moved down
the street from Woogie's uncle. Dontay had never met her, or his father for that
matter, but Woogie still felt the need to keep him updated with this non-news.
"Didn't you say she stopped talking to him years ago?" Dontay said, hoping
that Woogie would get the point and stop telling him the same shit over and over.
"Yeah, man. And that's a shame too, 'cause they was tight." He crossed two
of his fat fingers.
"Mmh." Dontay shrugged his shoulders.
"I remember that time when all three of us was in eighth grade and Renee
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dared Knee-hi to ride his bike down the sliding board, and his dumb-ass did it."
Woogie sounded like this fact still amazed him. "Man, I ain't never seen nobody
fly that high off a bike, hit the ground like, ham." He slammed the backside of the
hand holding the cigarette into the palm of his other, causing ash to drop onto
his wrist. Casually, he flicked his hand, and the ash flew into the breeze.
Dontay had heard Woogie tell this story a million times, using pretty much
the exact same words-Dontay could almost recite it with him, but, like most of
the stories he'd heard about his father, he never seemed to get tired of listening.
"Boy, it's been twenty years and I can still see that shit. Flying through the
air like a black Superman. And I'll tell you, after he got back from the doctor,
head all wrapped from getting stitches, Renee was over his house every day.
You hear me? Ev-eryday. Bringing him candy and shit. I don't think she ever
said she was sorry, but she sure as hell showed it." Woogie shook his head and
grinned, gazing up at the train tracks like he had just recalled the best memory
of his life. "Black Superman. That Knee-hi was one crazy bastard. Too bad he
just up and left like that. I wonder what the hell he's up to."
Dontay bit the inside of his cheek and looked away. "Well, a'ight," he said,
turning to cross the street, "I gotta go. I'll talk to you later."
"OK, li'l man," Woogie yelled over the pulsing roar of a passing el train.
"Tell Grandma Alberta to save me a pork chop or something!"
With the train above him shooting out little white sparks, Dontay darted
across the street, pretending not to hear him.
As he entered the courtyard of the Robert Taylor Homes, Dontay held his
grocery bag closer to his chest, almost squeezing its contents onto the ground.
He wasn't afraid, he told himself, he just had to be careful and protect what was
his. Besides, he knew everyone who lived in the building-the ones who lived
there officially, and the ones who had to disappear or pretend to be visiting
when the welfare administration sent someone to check things out. Yeah, he
had nothing to worry about. Still, he quickened his pace and held his bag a
little tighter as he entered the building.
Dontay walked past the elevator and wondered why no one ever put an
Out of Order sign up when it broke, as it so often did. It always took you a
while to figure out whether it was broken or just taking its sweet, old time. He
shifted his bag to make the walk up more comfortable, and stepped into the
hallway. The smell of stale urine made him scrunch his face in disgust. No
matter how long he lived there, he could never get used to that smell. He
stopped and let his eyes adjust to the darkness of the unlit hallway, so that he
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wouldn't step in anything. He noticed a spot on the brick wall darkened by
wetness and the puddle that lay beneath it. He stood and watched for a little
while as the piss slowly trickled toward him, and he wondered whose it was,
and whether they lived in one of the other buildings or stayed in this one and
were just too lazy to walk up to their apartment. He blamed the building for
the puddle, the building with its dark outdoor hallways, perfect for concealing
pissing men and fuck-happy couples-with its busted-up elevators and its graffiti-covered walls. And then he wondered who Robert Taylor was and why he
would build a place like this. And since he did, why didn't he live there too,
with the rest of them?
He started the journey up the stairs and listened to bits and pieces of conversations yelled through the halls or out of apartment doorways:
"Man, don't play with me. I'll pop a cap in you."
"Anthony, go git you sistah and tell her to git her ass in this house and wash
these goddamn dishes."
"Boy, I'll fuck you up."
On each floor there were different conversations, and Dontay realized that
each one sounded the same.
He decided to stop listening.
Dontay opened the door to the apartment and was nearly knocked to the
floor by heat waves. So far this spring, since the weather had gotten hot, the
heat in the apartment had come on at least once a week, and even more often
right after building engineers were sent out to fix it. Folks in the building had
just given up trying to solve the problem. Most of the tenants just kept their
doors open when the heat kicked up. Not Grandmama, though. She said she
wasn't keeping her door open-her house wasn't going to be smelling like pee.
"Where's my change?" his grandmother said, before Dontay could even
close the front door. She walked over to him with her hand held out.
"Wa'nt no change," Dontay said, afraid that she wouldn't believe him. "The
sale on them beans was over and the Jiffy went up." He started to tell her that
he hadn't had enough money, and that Felicia let him get the food anyway. But
he knew she'd make him take something back. "I ain't no charity case," she'd
say.
She took the bag from Dontay and walked to the kitchen. Dontay followed, waiting for her to get her complaints out, so he could ask his question.
She laid the plastic bag on the table, quickly snatched out the little brown
bag and hid it in the private drawer that none of the kids were allowed to
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touch, then slowly began unpacking the rest of the bag. "Lord!" She shook her
head slowly, "Seems like prices go up every day. Cain't even provide for ya
family without the government trying to take every dime you got." Whenever
prices went up on anything-rent, food, laundry detergent-his grandmother
blamed it on the government. "Well, Lord, it's all in your hands, sure ain't
nothin' I can do about it." He waited for a second to see if she would continue,
then asked: "Is Mama here?"
She stopped unpacking, but didn't turn around to face Dontay. "Child, I
wish you would stop askin' me that every night. You know she ain't here."
"But I saw her outside yesterday and she told me she was corning," he said,
trying to sound like he didn't care one way or the other.
"Yeah, and she told you she was cornin' the other night, and the night
before that-her word don't mean nothin', so don't you start takin' it as more
than that or else you'll spend your whole life disappointed."
Dontay didn't say anything else. He knew his grandmother had given up
on his mother a long time ago, and she was forever trying to make him do the
same, to see the reality of the situation, as she always said. He knew the more
he talked, the more his grandmother would rag on his mother, and he didn't
want to hear it. Of course, she kept talking anyway.
"She lucky Charles not still alive, 'cause, daughter or not, he wouldn't even
let her up in this house the way she is now. And if I was in my right mind, I'd
kick her out myself-just can't seem to bring myself to it." She turned and
looked at Dontay. "And you best to unbite that cheek. I don't care 'bout you
being mad."
Dontay let his inner cheek slide from between his teeth. He stood in the
doorway and watched as his grandmother pulled the last item from the crumpled plastic bag and went to the drawer to get the can opener. She placed it on
the side of the can and Dontay heard the blade pierce the grooved metal and
saw the pain in his grandmother's face as her arthritic hands struggled to turn
the handle. He knew better than to ask her if she wanted help-he had heard
the I-ain't-no-handicap speech more times than he cared to remember and was
not in the mood for it tonight. Besides, after having to listen to that why-youkeep-listening-to-yo ur-lying-mama speech, he didn't much feel like helping
her anyway. Once she finally got the can open, she emptied the green beans
into the old burnt pot on the stove.
"Well, boy, what you just standin' there for? " Since her speechifying was
over, she ain't have no more use for him. "Go out there and find yo' brothah
and sistah and tell them i's time for them to be corning in this house."
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Dontay dragged himself to the door and yelled, "Randy! Shay-Shay! Get
in this house!"
Dontay's grandmother raced to the door and grabbed Dontay by the
collar-her face inches from his. "Don't you be screamin' out that do' like you
ain't got no sense, boy-wha's the matter wich you?"
He knew his grandmother didn't want them yelling down the hallway. She
didn't stand for that ghetto stuff. But he felt she needed a dose of reality. They
were in the ghetto. "Other people do it all the time," he said.
"Well, you ain't other people." She let go of his collar, and grasped him
by both shoulders. "Show some respect for yourself, baby, 'cause if you
don't, nobody will." And she shuffled off to the kitchen as if nothing had
happened.
The door at the end of the hall opened, and Randy sauntered out of his
friend Brian's apartment, with his thumb in his mouth. Dontay thought Randy
looked ridiculous, ten years old, sucking his thumb, especially since he was as
tall as Dontay, but he didn't feel like teasing him about it right now.
Randy had a different father from Dontay and Shanicqua, and people said
that's where he got his height-everybody used to call his daddy L.L., short for
Long Legs. According to the neighborhood stories, L.L. had a really short torso,
"Stomach looked like it was right up under his neck," Rochelle used to say,
"but his legs looked like he could wrap 'em around you twice and still have
some left over." And then she and his mother would giggle.
Dontay and Shanicqua's father was said to be just a little taller than their
mother, who was short, even for a woman, which is how he got the name
"Knee-hi." But only Shanicqua remembered him, and then only vaguely, and
none of the kids, not even Randy, had ever met L.L. He had left when their
mama was pregnant. Their grandmother refused to talk about either of their
fathers, except to call them no-good, and they had all learned long ago not to
ask their mother about Knee-hi or L.L., 'cause all she'd do was bite nervously
at her cuticles and say, "Ain't no thin' to tell."
Dontay waved at Brian's mother, who looked drained by Randy's daily
visit. She waved back and quickly closed the door behind him, like she was
afraid Dontay might change his mind once he saw Randy, and tell him he
could stay over a little while longer.
Dontay stood at the door and waited for his brother to reach the threshold
before he spoke; he didn't want to anger his grandmother again.
"Where's Shay-Shay?" Dontay asked.
"She down Jerry house again," Randy said, breathing hard like he had just
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run a marathon. He bent over, grabbing his ashy knees, which protruded from
his long shorts.
Dontay rolled his eyes. Shanicqua spent more time at Jerry's than she did
at home which would be fine with Dontay if he thought Jerry was worth anything. But Jerry had been living in his mother's place since he dropped out of
high school five years ago and all he did all day was sit around, watch TV, and
play PlayStation. He wouldn't even help his mother bring her groceries in the
house.
"Go git her."
"Aw, man," Randy protested. "Why 'on't you go? Why I gotta go?"
Dontay placed his hand on his hip, like he'd seen his grandmother do thousands of times, then quickly let his arm drop to his side. Being raised in a house
full of women made the hands-on-hip thing seem like a natural form of
expression. His friends had teased him about it several times, but it was a hard
habit to break. '"Cause I said so," he said, repeating the response his grandmother gave so often.
"Why I gotta listen to you anyway-you ain't my daddy. Just 'cause you
older don't make you nobody."
"I'm-uh make you nobody in a second if you don't get down there. Don't
make me have to get Grandmama ovah here."
"Aw, maaan," Randy repeated. He sucked his teeth, making that youmake-me-sick, I-caint-do-nothin' -with-you-around clicking noise and
plodded down the hall, dragging his feet.
Dontay watched him until he got to the end of the hall, marveling at how
tall he was getting. He figured once Randy toughened up a bit-stopped
crying whenever somebody picked on him-he wouldn't need Dontay to take
up for him so much. He was definitely big enough to fight folks on his own.
Maybe, at some point, Randy could even back him up.
Dontay closed the door and went into the bathroom. He picked up the
soap, annoyed that Randy, as usual, hadn't rinsed it off. Swirled, brown dirt lay
on the white soap block and, for some reason, that sight depressed him. He ran
the soap under the warm water and watched as it swept the dirt and grime
away, if only it was that simple for him. He rolled the soap around in his hands,
until they were almost as white as the soap itself, then held them under the
clear, cleansing water until his fingers were wrinkled like the raisins in his oatmeal. His hands grew numb, and he wished he could fit himself underneath the
refreshing flow and let his whole body experience this nothingness, this won-
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derful nothingness.
"Dontay! Wha's takin' you so long in 'ere?" his grandmother yelled, as if
she thought he might be doing something nasty. "Come outta that bathroom."
Dontay wiped his hands on his pants and left the bathroom. His grandmother
was standing right outside the door, both hands on her hips.
"Where you send Randy to?"
"To git Shay-Shay," Dontay said, trying to walk around her bulk.
"To git huh from where?"
Dontay hesitated, but knew he'd get in trouble if he got caught lying.
"Down Jerry's."
"That girl. I tol' huh not to be goin' down there. Don't look good for a
girl to be spendin' all huh time in some boy's house. Think cuz she one year
off legal, she can do what she please-but she ain't grown yet, and she not gon'
embarrass me. I get enough-a that from ya mama."
"Hi, everybody!" Dontay' s mother staggered in the door, on cue, grinning her I-been-at-the-crack-house-all-night smile, showing her gold-capped
front tooth with her initial, W, carved in it. Dontay was surprised that she
hadn't sold it yet. It was probably permanently stuck onto the tooth with the
crusty, black rot that shown around the top edge of the gold cap. She waved
her arm, exposing the large armpit hole in the lace sleeve of her red dress. The
dress looked like it had been slept in for days-which it probably had. Her
dyed blond hair looked a hot mess, sticking up all over the place, also looking
slept on.
Damn, Dontay thought, wishing she'd just turn around and leave. He could
smell her all the way from the door. Sometimes, when she came in between highs,
he could almost remember what it was like before, when she was more like a real
mother with a real job. He'd been hoping that'd it be one of those nights.
She ambled in, struggling to keep her balance. It didn't help that her red
shoes, which used to be pumps, were missing their heels and were all messed
up since she had been walking on the folded-down back of the shoes for so
long. The red dye on the folded part had faded, leaving behind patches of dirty
gray. "Wha's fa dinah?" she crooned, looking in the coat closet as if she might
find a meal in there.
"Lord in heaven help us," Dontay's grandmother said, holding one hand to
the heavens like she did in church and walking into the kitchen, as if to guard
the food.
"Aw, Mama, don't start, don't start with me tonight."
"I ain't said a word."
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"But I know you is, so don't." She made her way into the kitchen, stopping periodically to keep from falling over. She walked right past Dontay, who
stood fumbling with a button on his shirt.
Dontay didn't want to look at his mother, and she didn't seem to notice him
anyway. When she was like this, he wished he could just make her disappear.
Once, she'd come home so high that all'd she'd been able to manage was a
weak knock on the door, barely audible over the blare of the television. When
Dontay opened the door, she was lying, face down on the ground, so close to
the door that he'd almost accidentally kicked her in the head. Her dress, a black
one that time, was hiked up around her waist and she wasn't wearing any
panties. Dontay had hastily closed his eyes and yelled for his grandmother to
come to the door. She had pulled his mother's dress down around her, and
picked her up like a little rag doll, letting her sleep it off in Shanicqua's bed. At
least she was able to walk this time.
Dontay's mother picked up the lid on the pot of green beans and peeked
inside.
"Don't you touch nothin' in this kitchen until you go wash them dirty
hands," his grandmother warned, pointing her finger at her daughter, who
slammed the lid down loudly, almost knocking the pot to the floor.
"Oh, yes ma'am, Mrs. Morrison. "'Scuse me fa wantin' to touch somethin'
in my own house."
"Wanda, I'm not gon' argue with you tonight 'cause I ain't up for it. If you
want to be nasty and come in heah spreadin' germs from God knows where,
go right ahead. Just don't touch my food that I bought with my stamps. You
welcome to make a trip down to the store, get ya own food and cook yo'self
up a gourmet meal with them nasty hands, but they ain't gon' touch my food."
"Awright, awright dam ... I mean dag,"Wanda said loudly. She stomped
off to the bathroom like an angry child.
Dontay stood outside the bathroom door feeling like he didn't know
where to go. He watched his grandmother lean against the refrigerator door,
and bow her head, like she was praying. He still couldn't decide whether to be
angry at her disgust or share in it.
"Heeeey, Shorty Rough!"Wanda yelled at him as she left the bathroom,
still pulling her dress down. Dontay turned away. "When you get in here?" She
grabbed his face between her two dripping wet hands, turned his face toward
her and kissed him wetly on the forehead. She smelled like weed and beer and
God knew what else, but Dontay smiled despite himself-he was glad that she
finally noticed him.
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"Hey, Ma."
"See, I told you I'd be home. Didn't I?"
"Unh-hunh.You staying tonight?"
"I 'ont know yet. I got some business I might have to take care of.But we'll
see."
"Mama!" Randy shouted, bursting through the front door. He ran over to
her.
"Hey, baby." She hugged him. Even at ten years old, Randy was only
slightly shorter than his mother and, if he kept growing as fast as he was,
Dontay figured he'd be taller than both of them by the end of the year. Their
mother stepped back from Randy and looked at him, shaking her head. "Dag,
Randy," she punched him playfully in the chest, "You just keep growin'. You
gon' be taller than all us runts, hunh?" Randy smiled shyly, like he always did
when his mama was around.
Shanicqua walked in and stopped cold at the sight of her mother. Dontay
was always amazed at how different the two of them looked. From their
appearance, most people wouldn't guess that Shanicqua and her mother were
even related. Everybody called Shanicqua big-boned-she wasn't fat, she was
stacked-thick thighs, big hips, and all the boys in the neighborhood wanted
to get on her. A couple of Dontay's classmates had even made some nasty little
comments about her. That stopped after Dontay knocked out Kevin's front
tooth. Dontay figured his grandmother's stocky shape had skipped a generation, giving Shanicqua all the junk in her trunk and leaving their mother thin
as a pole. Of course, the drugs didn't help her figure any.
Shanicqua rolled her eyes, walked over to the couch, and sat down stiffly
in front of the TV
"Shay-Shay.You ain't gon' say hi to yo' mama?"Wanda said, glaring at the
back of Shanicqua's head.
Shanicqua waved one hand up, but didn't turn around or speak.
"Is that Shanicqua?" Dontay's grandmother yelled, peeking out of the
kitchen. She spotted her on the couch. "Girl, what I tell you about being down
at that boy's house all the time? I'm tired of having to go get you from down
there."
Shanicqua got up and walked to the kitchen. She washed her hands in the
sink. "Gra'ma, I been datin' him for two years now. Why shouldn't I go down
there? Besides, his daddy's home. We don't be down there by ourself."
"It just don't look right. Why cain't he ever come up here and visit? And
what I tell you 'bout washing yo ' hands in the kitchen sink?" She whacked
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Shanicqua lightly on the butt.
"He don't come up here, 'cause he ain't got no kids down there to bother
us," she said loudly, aiming her comment in Dontay's direction.
Dontay made sure no one else was looking, then stuck up his middle finger
at Shanicqua.
"Well,"Wanda interjected, "all I know is, if you giving him some, I hope
you gettin' some money or something. Men always think they gettin' shi ...
stuff for free." She plopped into her seat at the end of the kitchen table.
Shanicqua and her grandmother stared at Wanda with looks of pure disgust. Shanicqua went back and sat on the couch, and their grandmama went
back to cooking. Randy glanced over at the dishwashing liquid, then put his
head down. Dontay was sorry that he'd wished for his mother to come
home-he felt like he needed to apologize to everyone for ruining dinner.
"Time to eat," their grandmother called, breaking the heavy silence that
hung over the room. Dontay sat down and Randy ran toward the table. His
grandmother put her hand up to stop him.
"Mm-mmh.You ain't wash yo' hands."
"Dag, Mama," Wanda yelled. "You obsessed with people washin' they
hands. Dag!"
Dontay's grandmother glared at Wanda for a second, then she got that look.
Dontay knew the look well. It meant that Grandmama was determined not to
let her daughter get to her. He knew she'd spend the rest of the night trying
to ignore her. She brought the last bowl of food over and sat down at the head
of the table.
"Shanicqua, come on over to the table and eat."
"Do I have to?" she asked, her eyes pleading with her grandmother's.
"Yeah, baby," she responded, sympathetically. "We always eat our dinner
together. Let's not let nothin' stop us from doing that."
Shanicqua reluctantly walked over to the table and sat down across from
Dontay. Randy came out of the bathroom and sat next to her. Their grandmother dished out the small portions of food, blessed the meal, and they ate in
silence-even Randy, who usually had something to say after each swallow.
Dontay watched the flower pattern on his plate reappear with each forkful of
food he lugged to his mouth.
Halfway through the meal there was a knock at the door.
"I'll get it!" Wanda yelled, racing to the door. She opened it so fast, she
almost flung herself to the floor. Dontay couldn't see the man, but he could

hear him, although he wished he couldn't.
"You Wanda?"
"Mmmm-hmmm,"W anda said, putting on her "work" voice.
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"Daryll sent me over here. Ten dollars, right?"
Shanicqua ate her green beans like she had never been so hungry in her
life. She clanged her silverware against the plate with each scoop, and Randy
smacked his food loudly. Even Dontay's grandmother hummed some church
song softly as she sliced into her SPAM. Normally, she would not accept such
noise at her dinner table, but this time she didn't say anything about it. Too bad
it still wasn't enough to drown out the sound ofWanda's business transaction.
"I know Daryll ain't tell you no shit like that,"Wanda said. Her attempt to
speak softly was unsuccessful. "It's twenty dollars and you don't get nothing
special for that. Just regular in and out."
"Twenty?" the guy said loudly. Wanda started to close the door. "OK," he
said quickly, "I got that much. Come on."
"Awright, lemma go git my purse." Wanda walked back into the house.
Everyone sat at the table, heads down eating. All except Dontay. He had
stopped eating altogether. "Awright, y'all. I gotta go. My date's here," said
Wanda. She kissed Randy on the cheek and bent to kiss Dontay, but he pushed
away from her.
"Don't-touch-me," he said, putting his hand up to her face. "I don't
know where your mouth has been."
All at once the clanging and loud chewing stopped and everyone stared at
Dontay. Wanda backed away from him as if he was some venomous snake,
poised to strike. Then she stood up straighter, cleared her throat, and smiled
awkwardly.
"Aw, boy, stop playin' ," she said, her voice shaking slightly. "I gotta go." She
grabbed her purse and walked to the door. "Whoever want the rest of my food
can have it," she said, yelling over her shoulder. Everyone was silent, and Wanda
slammed the door shut.
"Lord have mercy," their grandmother said, leaning her elbows on the table
and laying her forehead in her hands. "I tried. I tried so hard. Damn."
Both Dontay and Shanicqua winced on that last word. Randy stared wideeyed at his grandmother. Dontay figured it was probably the first time he'd ever
heard her curse. Dontay and Shanicqua had heard it before, once or twiceeach time it had involved their mother.
When he recovered, Randy reached for his mother's plate.
"Unh-unh," Dontay said, wagging his finger at him. Randy didn't argue.
Dontay picked up his mother's plate and headed for the kitchen. He dumped
her half-eaten food into the garbage, put the plate into the sink, and angrily
wiped away the tears that slid slowly down his cheeks.
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Jorge , El Raton Volador
Marc Paolett i

Dedicated in loving memory to William Reiling, Jr.
See you when I get there, pal.
1.

I'M NOT THE BEST FIGHT COORDINATOR IN PROFESSIONAL WRESTLING, BUT l
know the goddamn difference between a Spinning Sleeper Hold and a
Spinning Sleeper Hold With a Cobra Clutch, for example, and a Reverse Neck
Snap and an Inverted N eek Breaker, which is more than you can say for some.
I also know most professional wrestlers name themselves after something
tough, something strong, or something that strikes fear in a man, but that said,
the most fearsome wrestler I ever met during twenty-plus years in the business
was from Tijuana and named himself after a flying mouse.
Who was The Flying Mouse? How old was he? Was there a Mrs. Mouse?
I have no goddamn idea, so don't even ask. I'll just call it like I saw it, and you
can take that for what it's worth.
But before you can understand how I got involved with Mexican wrestling
and the flying mouse-man, you have to understand how I screwed up my life
previously. See, I used to be a fight coordinator for a hugely popular New York
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wrestling league. I don't want to get too specific about what I did, so let's just
say I thought it'd be a good idea at the time to hump my General Manager's
young wife in his office at Madison Square Garden.
I know what you must be thinking about my judgment right now, but you
had to see this office. Lush red carpet, paintings that cost more than a college
education and a mahogany desk as big as an aircraft carrier, not to mention
panoramic windows with a view of the arena and its twenty thousand seats. On
fight nights, you could sit up there and watch wrestlers like The Empire State
Building and The Brooklyn Bridge pound on each other with moves planned
by yours truly, as two huge video screens played highlights, and pyrotechnics lit
up the crowd.
The wife was no slouch, either. She was half my age, a twenty-four-yearold featherweight wrestler named Maiden America who had the lean build and
disproportionate boob job that made her a star with fans, despite her complete
lack of skill in the ring. Again, I don't want to get into detail, but I had Maiden
America on that aircraft-carrier desk with her star-spangled skirt pushed up to
her star-spangled corset. As the crowd below roared to the bullshit brutality of
an undercard bout, we engaged in our own pinning and submission moves, if
you know what I mean. And that's when the GM walked in and caught us.
Maiden America was bucking against me and just about to reach the pinnacle of her patriotic fervor when I heard the office door click open and felt
a draft on my exposed, sweaty cheeks. I turned my head, careful not to break
time, and saw the GM standing there, his wrinkled, old face a mask of rage, his
glare hitting me like a Haymaker.
"Coward!" he screeched.
We had plenty of issues, the GM and me, and humping his wife wasn't
exactly the most straightforward way of dealing with them, I admit. But after
he walked in, there wasn't much I could do except the thing that came naturally: I ran.
I only humped his wife that one time, but that didn't stop the old bastard
from holding a grudge. He used his clout to freeze my bank accounts, plus he
sent his goddamn wrestler goons after me as I fled cross-country. I had close
calls with The Capone Brothers in Chicago, The Arch Fiend in St. Louis, and
The Mile- High Rocky-Mountain Wrecking Machine in Denver. I finally fled
to Mexico after a particularly hairy encounter with a wrestler named ThirdDegree Sunburn in San Diego, who tried to drown me in two feet of water at
Coronado Beach. He would've succeeded, too, if a jellyfish hadn't taken a
liking to his leg.
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Anyway, two hours later, I made it to Tijuana with only twenty-five bucks
to my name.
2.

At the time, I considered Tijuana a city of goddamn smog and squalor, but
it wasn't like I had the means to move on. So Tijuana with its goddamn stray
dogs and peeling storefronts and goddamn empty bottles that goddamn blinded
you when the sun hit them and goddamn concrete steps that led goddamn
nowhere was pretty much it for me.
The plan was to recruit my own wrestling team down there, build a little
fame and fortune, and get my life back on track. I used a few bucks to rent a
room at the Tijuana YMCA, and put the rest into turning the janitorial closet
of a dilapidated downtown gym into an office.
The gym used to be a storage warehouse for tobacco, and the faint smell
of cigars mingled with the smell of sweat between those corrugated metal
walls. An old wrestling ring lay sprawled in the center like some KO'd goon,
and around it were racks ofblack-iron dumbbells and heavy punching bags that
hung by chains from dusty rafters.
An old man who stooped like a comma and smelled like spoiled refried
beans owned the place. He said I could use the closet only if I let his grandson
help out with whatever I planned to do for a living. After I agreed to his senile
extortion, he told me to stay the hell away from his customers during the day,
but that I could do as I pleased after hours.
So there I was, surrounded by bottles of bleach and drain-clog remover
with an upended pallet box for a desk, a cordless phone, and a lamp shaped like
a palm tree that I'd found in a dumpster. But I was in business, the difference
between Mexican wrestling and American wrestling notwithstanding.
See, Mexican wrestling is all about reaction, not choreography. The
wrestlers, or luchadors, have pat responses to certain moves, sure, but there's no set
order.You don't know who's going to throw what, when. That means Mexican
wrestling is less about fakery and more about how well you react to a hit.
3.
The wrestler I recruited first called himself El Pared, which means The
Wall. He was about my age, late forties, and big as the monolith in that sciencefiction movie. He had enough power packed into his massive frame to toss
some chilango and his extended family over the border, never mind that it was
ten miles away. He wore royal blue trunks, blue knee boots, and a blue silk mask
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with holes for his dark eyes and brutish lips. His shoulders and chest were covered with a forest of black, wiry hair, and his hands were the size of boxing
gloves. On the broad canvas of his belly was a stretched and faded tattoo of
people cheering as a section of the Berlin Wall came down. The scene wasn't
meant to show the strength of the Berlin Wall itself, but the strength of the
freedom behind it. Trust me, the rationale sounds even more goddamn impressive when it's explained to you in a thick Mexican accent. And barely visible
below his gut was a thick, blue vinyl belt with a gold metal buckle that had the
outline of Mexico stamped onto it.
To see what The Wall could do, I invited an established wrestler named
Golden Conquistador over to the gym for a one-on-one bout. Golden
Conquistador looked just like you'd expect-gold mask, gold trunks, gold
cape, and gold boots. The whole getup. When the bell rang, Golden
Conquistador climbed to the top of a corner post and leapt at The Wall as the
hairy bastard stood in the center of the ring, arms crossed, like he didn't know
the match had started. I yelled for him to move, but he ignored me as Golden
Conquistador flew at him. For that terrible, midair moment, I saw Golden
Conquistador transformed into a screaming bird of prey, capable of tearing any
creature limb from limb-until he bounced off The Wall like a pigeon hitting
a high-rise window and flopped onto the mat unconscious. The Wall grinned
at me triumphantly then, as if he'd proven the goddamn fortitude of freedom.
The Wall could have been his own team if not for one problem: tequila.
The bottle called to him more sweetly than a dirty back room of putas. He'd
smuggle a flask into the ring by tucking it under his belt, and then sneak a swig
while other wrestlers were showboating or after he'd pitched an opponent over
the ropes or wherever else he could. As a result, about halfway into a match,
The Wall would crumble all on his own.
The second member of my team was Cucaracha del Diablo, or Devil
Cockroach, a twenty-two-year-old kid who came from a long line of bug
exterminators. Growing up, his father regaled him with stories of how cockroaches avoided traps and sprays with an aptitude that belied their speck-ofsand-sized brains. You could say that Devil Cockroach's family hunted cockroaches in much the same way that American Indians hunted buffalo: with
great respect and because their survival depended on it.
Devil Cockroach wore a brown mask with thick black circles around the
eyeholes and a brown unitard with two stuffed roach legs hanging from the
middle. Each stuffed leg was the size of a baseball bat with black pipe cleaners
stuck into it to represent hairs. On a gold chain around his neck hung a roach
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encased in Lucite-a big brown fucker the size of a business card that he kissed
for good luck before entering the ring. The Devil part of his name referred to
the red, yellow, and orange hellfire emblem embroidered on the back of his
costume by his grandmother to strike holy terror into Catholic opponents,
which in Mexico is pretty much everybody.
Devil Cockroach relied on hit-and-run tactics, executing RoundhouseClothesline combos so fast you could barely tell the moves apart. He would
have been a scurrying force to reckon with if not for those goddamn stuffed
legs. If left too long in the ring, he would inevitably get tied up in them. Once
he tried to execute a Side-Rolling Leg-Scissor Takedown and thanks to the
stuffing, ended up pinning himself. When I suggested he rip off the legs and
paint them on instead, he looked at me like I wanted to put his mother in a
donkey show. I didn't push the issue because I knew how important cockroaches were to him and his family.
Our errand boy was the gym owner's grandson that I mentioned earlier. He
was a sixteen-year-old midget who did our scut work-laundered clothes, emptied the spit bucket, that sort of thing. He turned out to be a decent kid and
knew every wrestler and every wrestling statistic by heart. We called him
Chihuahua, not because he was small or came from the town of Chihuahua, but
because he took Ritalin on account of hyperactivity. Even with the drug, he
trembled and stared at you in that weird sidelong way that real Chihuahuas do.
On busy days, I hid his prescription bottle so he'd rev up and get more done.
I split the take we earned from matches evenly among the team. The Wall,
Devil Cockroach, and Chihuahua each got ten percent, and I got the
remaining seventy percent, which makes sense when you think about it.

4.
And that was pretty much the way things went: The Wall would let opponents wreck themselves against him until he got too drunk to stand, and then
Devil Cockroach would deliver a quick finish, usually before he pinned himself with his stuffed legs. We did so well in doubles matches that we qualified
for trios matches-three against three-which were the final step before going
to the championship.
That meant I needed a third wrestler, so I paid a couple guys seventy-five
cents each for the day to paper windshields and storefronts with fliers. The first
person to respond who wasn't a borracho looking for a place to piss was only a
foot taller than Chihuahua and introduced himself in a squeaky voice as Jorge,
el Raton Volador.
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"Wait, don't tell me," I told The Wall, who acted as interpreter during the
interviews. "El Raton Volador means The Vicious Raptor, right?"
The Wall gave me a look. "No, my friend. It means The Flying Mouse."
The Flying Mouse was dressed in a snug-fitting cowl made of dark gray
fur that covered his face down to his nose, and a black body suit with red fabric
wings that stretched from his arms to his sides. He was barefoot, too, with the
longest, narrowest toes I'd ever seen. Stupid name aside, the guy didn't smell
like tequila, have two extra extremities or tremble like a spaz, so I decided to
give him a chance in the ring against The Wall.
When I rang the bell, they entered the ring at opposite corners. The Wall
took his place at center, arms crossed, as usual. The Flying Mouse leaped to the
top rope as easily as you'd step onto a street curb, using his long narrow toes
like fingers to grip the rope and bounce like he was on a trampoline-low at
first, then higher as he flapped his red fabric wings. Once he really got going,
he let go of the rope and soared until he was lost in the rafters a good forty
feet in the air, then reappeared a second later diving like a goddamn fighter jet.
He hit The Wall full force and bounced off-as I expected-but The Wall
rocked back a step as The Flying Mouse somersaulted and landed on the top
rope again, unharmed. Until then, nobody had moved The Wall after he was
set. Nobody.
Chihuahua was so excited that he did back flips and had to calm down
with a handful of pills. And me? I was happy as a drug cartel mule whose condoms hadn't burst in transit. I was sure I'd found the wrestler who'd take us to
the championship.
I couldn't have been more goddamn wrong.
5.
The trios matches were held the following Thursday through Sunday at the
Auditorio Municipal down the block from the gym, with teams winning the
most of four matches moving on to the championship. The Auditorio smelled
like piss and nachos, and held five thousand roaring fans, six thousand if you
ignored fire code, so let's just call it six thousand. The ring was new, with bright
red ropes, shiny black corner-posts, and the Auditorio Municipal monogram
printed in blue ink on the white, spring-mounted mat.
Chihuahua and I sat ringside behind a waist-high, grated-metal partition
that separated the fighters from the crowd. The Wall, Devil Cockroach, and The
Flying Mouse stood directly in front of us inside the team's designated starting
area on the arena floor. The rules were simple: All members of your team had
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to enter the ring at least once; action that took place out of the ring was a freefor-all; and to win you had to pin every member of the opposing team.
Our opening match was against Los Patriotas. Each member of their team
wore a satin mask, unitard, and cape that corresponded to a color of the
Mexican flag. If you ask me, that sort of public pandering really cheapens the
sport of professional wrestling.
The Wall and Senor Verde entered the ring from opposite corners. Senor
Verde stood on the second turnbuckle and bellowed the first verse of the
Mexican national anthem to the crowd-"Mexicanos, al grito de Guerra I El acero,
aprestad y el brid6n, I y retiemble en sus centros la tierra. I Al sonoro rugir def canon!"as The Wall stood in his usual spot with arms crossed and waited.
The bell sounded and Senor Verde, still singing, charged and struck The
Wall hard across the chest with a Shoulder Smash. The Wall didn't even flinch
as Senor Verde's shoulder dislocated with a hollow pop that echoed all the way
to the nosebleed seats. Senor Verde hollered, arm lolling like a hooked cow carcass. The crowd went ape-shit with appreciation. Devil Cockroach and
Chihuahua went nuts too, hopping up and down, but The Flying Mouse stood
absolutely still, not making a goddamn sound.
At that point, Senor Verde could execute only Head-Butt/Toe Stomp
combos, which The Wall calmly endured while covering his mouth with both
hands as he pretended to yawn. I knew exactly what the monolithic drunkard
was up to and kept a close eye on him as he returned the flask to his belt.
Pretty soon, the frustrated Senor Verde tagged Senor Blanco who bounded
into the ring with a Jumping Spin Kick. As he flew through the air, Senor
Blanco sang the anthem's second verse--" jGuerra, guerra sin tregua al que intente
I De la patria manchar-" until The Wall blocked with a forearm that sent him
headfirst into a corner post. Senor Blanco was stunned, but I could see that The
Wall was starting to waver. I called to him and he lumbered drunkenly to the
edge of the ring, where he tagged one of Devil Cockroach's stuffed legs.
Taking his cue, Devil Cockroach kissed the vile bug around his neck and
then scurried under the lowest rope, just as Senor Blanco recovered and began
singing again. He spun around so Senor Blanco could see the hellfire emblem,
and when the man dropped his guard to cross himself, Devil Cockroach struck
with a Whirling Roundhouse Kick to the chest. Senor Blanco pitched into the
ropes, then bounded back helplessly, at which point Devil Cockroach took him
down with a brutal Clothesline across the throat. After that, he simply fell across
Senor Blanco's inert body for one, two, three counts, earning the pin.
Devil Cockroach then flung himself through the ropes at the injured Senor
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Verde in what should have been a beautiful outside-the-ring Suicide Splash
had it not been for those goddamn stuffed legs. As he sailed through the air,
they whipped around to cinch his arms at the elbows, causing him to miss
Senor Verde and smack face-first on the arena floor. Now it was a free-for-all.
Senor Verde and Senor Rojo converged on the twitching Devil Cockroach
for the pin when the crowd's roar suddenly rose an octave. There was The
Flying Mouse holding onto the top rope with his long toes, flapping his red
wings and bouncing away. When he let go, a hush rippled through the crowd.
He sailed up to the lighting grid-which was a good thirty feet higher than
our gym ceiling-hung motionless for a split-second at the top of his flight arc,
and then plunged into a dive. Senor Rojo was so mesmerized by the spectacle
that he didn't evade as The Flying Mouse swooped down on him. The bonejarring impact sent Senor Rojo spinning underneath the ring where he
remained unconscious for the rest of the match.
Senor Verde cowered as The Flying Mouse stood and dusted himself off. But
instead of going for the easy pin, The Flying Mouse returned to the team's designated area. I just about pinched a burrito right there. Senor Verde got a look
on his face like he couldn't believe his luck, and then picked up a metal folding
chair with his good arm and smashed the still-struggling Devil Cockroach with
it repeatedly as though it were the heel of some enormous shoe.
"Go help Cockroach, goddammit!" I yelled as the metal chair slammed
down with a hollow whang !
That was when The Flying Mouse looked at me with the blankest eyes I'd
ever seen on a person without a mullet and squeaked, "El rat6n solo vuele en la
noche."
"What did he say?" I asked The Wall, who was standing nearby in a miasma
of tequila fumes.
"'The mouse flies only at night,"'The Wall slurred.
I stared at The Flying Mouse in confused disbelief. "It is nighttime! Now
get over there before Cockroach gets squashed!"
Again, The Flying Mouse didn't move and repeated, "El rat6n s6lo vuele en

la noche."
The shock ofThe Flying Mouse's insubordination hit me like an Open
Hand Chop to the throat. I felt a strange, almost overwhelming fear unfurl
inside my gut and flood my muscles with jittery adrenaline. The Wall must have
sensed my mental short-out because he took it upon himself to help Devil
Cockroach instead. In his condition, he couldn't have pinned a goddamn corsage but Senor Verde didn't know that. When the guy saw The Wall lurching
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toward him, he dropped the chair and ran out of the arena, green cape flapping
behind him like it was waving goodbye.
That was it; we'd won the match. As after every match at Auditorio
Municipal, the air became thick with hurled tortillas. Chihuahua explained that
the tradition started a few years back after a wrestler was killed by a tossed beer
bottle. I'd be lying if I said I didn't hope something more dangerous than a tortilla might hit The Flying Mouse after the stunt he pulled. But I took a deep
breath to calm myself and realized it was the little guy's first match with a new
team and he was bound to be nervous, so I let the matter slide. Soon after, my
panic passed.
6.
Later that night, we were back in the gym eating dinner on a card table set
clear of the ring and weight racks. Devil Cockroach had brought in chicken
tamales handmade by his grandmother. No matter how loud we smacked our
lips over those savory wonders, The Flying Mouse wouldn't join us. He stayed
perched on the top rope of the ring like a goddamn parakeet and watched us
eat. Come to think of it, I never saw him eat the whole time I knew him-or
drink or take a dump or sleep, for that matter.
He also never took off that red-winged body suit and, frankly, it was getting ripe. Keeping his mask on, that I understood. Thanks to Chihuahua, I
knew the mask gave a wrestler the freedom to express himself in the ring. It
was a sacred symbol of identity, a projection of the soul. Take off the mask in
public, and he loses it all. He has to literally reinvent himself. So I understood
why The Wall and Devil Cockroach still had their masks on, pushed up to their
noses to facilitate tamale eating. But they'd also changed into the white robes
I'd swiped from the hotel next door.
As strange as it was, though, I saw The Flying Mouse as a sort of hapless
child who belonged to us despite his weird utterances and oily costume. If I
got rid of him because of a simple goddamn mistake, I'd be doing all of us an
injustice. But I wanted to know what the team thought, so I asked them in a
lowered voice when Devil Cockroach broke out flan for dessert.
The Wall replied, "Each wrestler has the freedom to fight in the manner he
wishes."
"Even though he almost lost us the match today?" I followed up, frowning.
"We have the freedom to lose as well."

"This would have never happened if he was a cockroach," Devil
Cockroach interjected. "In a colony, every member protects every other
member to insure survival. I say we replace him."
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"Freedom is survival," The Wall said. "Each man defines freedom in his
own way, then reaps the benefits or suffers the consequences."
"Oh yeah?" Devil Cockroach said. "Maybe I should give you guys the
freedom to fend for yourselves."
This wasn't good.The Flying Mouse's attitude was starting to affect the rest
of the team. I had to act fast to break the tension. "What do you think,
Chihuahua?" I asked.
"Well," said Chihuahua thoughtfully, pressing a Ritalin tablet into his flan
with his index finger before taking a bite, "when Javier Sanchez and Blue
Cobra replaced their third teammate Tierra y Fuego with Mr. Rio Grande in
1943, they went on to win the championship. However, when El Loco Padre
and Chupacabra fired Pelayo Marquez in favor of La Criatura Del Dolor in
1956, the team vanished mysteriously, never to be heard from again ..."
Leave it to Chihuahua to convolute an issue with too many facts and
chatter. I tuned him out, then remembered we were talking about The Flying
Mouse when he was actually in the room a mere fifty feet away. I got up, loaded
a couple tamales onto a paper plate and brought them over in the interest of
conducting an experiment.
"You should eat," I told him.
"El rat6n s6lo vuele en la. noche," he squeaked, which was apparently his
motto now.
"You'll need your strength tomorrow," I said, raising the plate.
He stared at me.
"Come on, Devil Cockroach's grandmother made these special for us."
I was about to give up when he stretched out his leg and grabbed a tamale
with his goddamn foot. I leapt back in disgust because that was the first time I
got a really good look at his toes. They were the color of sausages with blueveined nails that looked chewed to the quick and smelled like queso manchego.
The Flying Mouse was unmoved by my reaction. He stayed balanced on
his perch and brought the tamale slowly toward his mouth only to mash it
against his chin.
I'd intended to toss him from the team if he refused my order to eat, but a
tremendous fatigue came over me like I'd been in a dozen wrestling matchesand with that fatigue came the jittery wave of fear I'd felt earlier. Before that
wave could crest, I hurried away, telling myself that I didn't have the energy to
enforce my intentions. The fear began to subside as I returned to the group.
Devil Cockroach shook his head as I sat. "We're going to pay for keeping
him around," he said. "You wait and see."
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7.
I figured Thursday would be the end of the weirdness, but Friday got
even weirder.
Devil Cockroach was still groggy after his encounter with the folding
chair, so I figured I'd put The Flying Mouse in the ring after The Wall. This
time we were fighting Los Diputados Especiales, a trio of muscled bruisers
clad in khaki jumpsuits like Tijuana cops. Instead of traditional masks, they
wore mirrored sunglasses with blue bandanas hanging from the frames to
hide their faces.
The Wall did his usual immovable object routine, but when it came time
for The Flying Mouse to tag in and finish the job, the little winged bastard
stayed in the team's designated area. The only thing I could figure was the
change in order confused him.
"Mouse! Get in the goddamn ring!" I yelled, and wouldn't you know it,
he looked at me with the same dim expression and gave me the same goddamn
line, "El rat6n s6lo vuele en la noche." The little twerp's defiance hit me like an
Underhook Face Breaker and I felt the same undefined sense of dread flood
my body.
The Wall stood drunkenly with his dinner plate-sized hand outstretched
for the tag until a Deputy delivered a Two-Fisted Rabbit Punch to his kidneys.
The blow pitched The Wall over the ropes onto the arena floor. The crowd let
out an ecstatic howl-and still The Flying Mouse did nothing.
I was on my feet now, pacing frantically behind the partition. It didn't
matter how exhausted the Deputies were-The Wall and Devil Cockroach
weren't in any shape to take them on. But if nobody took the ring we'd be disqualified.
And then the crowd started to boo. They wanted action and they wanted
it now. From the corner of my eye, I saw Devil Cockroach plant a wet one on
his Lucite roach. I stretched over the partition to grab him but it was too late.
He scurried into the ring and angled his back to display the hellfire emblem as
the Deputy bore down on him, but apparently he was fighting the only atheist
in the entire goddamn country.
Without missing a beat, the Deputy lifted him overhead and smashed him
tailbone-first onto the mat for the pin while The Flying Mouse continued to
watch from the designated area. Only when it was his usual time to wrestle did
he leap onto the top rope, but by then too much dead time had passed and the
referee called the match.
The only thing that stopped me from collapsing in total panic was the rev-

38

Hair Trigger 27

elation that The Flying Mouse must be feeling the same way I was to be acting
like this. He was afraid, poor little guy. And how could I yell at him when I was
afraid, too?
Turned out I should have said something to him because Saturday's match
was even more of a goddamn disaster. I don't even remember who we fought,
it went so badly. This time, the Flying Mouse refused to enter the ring at all,
even when all he had to do was dive and pin the last guy. Instead, when I was
screaming at him to tag in, he looked at me calmly from the designated area
and said ... you guessed it.
But I had a contingency plan. I leaned over the partition and told The Wall
that The Flying Mouse felt nervous and needed help with his signature move.
"I'll give The Flying Mouse freedom to overcome his fear," he replied with
breath pungent enough to ignite.
The Wall lifted The Flying Mouse over the top rope so that the small of his
back rested against it, and then pulled back until the rope stretched past the mat
to the arena floor like a giant slingshot. Even though The Flying Mouse must
have known what was going to happen, he didn't cry out or struggle. On the
contrary, he went goddamn limp.
The Wall let go and the rope whipped The Flying Mouse high into the air.
He soared straight up, arms and legs flopping like a beanbag doll, until his head
clipped the lighting grid and he went cart-wheeling into the crowd. He didn't
get so much as a scratch-little spud was tough as an old tire-but since he
didn't actually touch the mat, we were disqualified.

8.
That night was too hot to sleep, so I took a red cab to the gym, hoping to
come up with a plan that would insure victory on Sunday. Since we'd lost two
out of three matches, we needed to enter a mask versus mask bout to win a
wildcard spot or we'd be out of the finals.Wrestlers avoided these bouts like used
steroid needles because losers had to give away their masks to winners in the
ring. That meant losers revealed their identities to the public, which was like
throwing away who they'd been for years. The risk was huge, but I was willing
to take that risk for a shot at the championship and getting my life back.
I let myself into the gym and walked past the ring to my office. Moonlight
streamed through the windows and created long shadows on the floor. A creak
drew my attention to the corner rafters. I peered into the darkness and saw the
silhouette of something hunkered there like a buzzard.
I ran to the office and fetched the .22 pistol that I used to shoot rats in the
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alley, then positioned myself directly under whatever was lurking in the rafters
and fired a single shot. I missed, hearing the bullet thunk wood, but the shot
had a profound effect nonetheless. The thing shifted heavily and knocked a rain
of objects from its perch. Nibbled-on tortillas slapped the floor around me and
sent dust swirling; a rusty spittoon bounced with a clang! and sprayed a fan of
what looked like dried guano; and a copy of National Geographic (Spanish edition) dropped open to the centerfold photo of a flying squirrel, the pages stiff
and wrinkled like something wet had dried on them.
"Goddammit, Mouse!" I yelled, flipping on the gym lights. "I know it's
you."
I heard the scritch-scritch of toenails on wood before The Flying Mouse
jumped down from the rafters onto the floor. He was wearing his oily costume,
as always. I didn't care that he was living in the rafters. I just wanted to know
what his problem was in the ring.
"Why the hell aren't you diving anymore?" I asked.
He said nothing as an errant breeze caused his red wings to flap gently
against his sides.
"Are the guys giving you trouble? I can talk with them if they are."
Still no answer.
"Look, Jorge, you have to pull your weight. It's only fair. How about
making another move your new specialty if diving is a problem? Say, Airplane
Spin Toss instead."
He shook his head.
"OK, how about Reverse Monkey Flip?"
He shook his head.
"Pumphandle Argentine Back Breaker?"
He shook his head.
"Belly to Belly Suplex Turnbuckle Smash?"
He shook his head.
"Overhead Face-First Powerbomb Ring Rope Clothesline Calamity?"
He shook his head. My entire body ached and I felt pinned to the mat as
the familiar fear flooded my brain. Try as I might, I couldn't understand why
The Flying Mouse had this effect on me.
"Goddammit, you have to do something," I stammered.
"El rat6n s6lo vuele en la noche," he squeaked, and that's when I finally lost
my temper.
"I didn't run over three thousand miles from New York to let a goddamn
flying mouse fuck up my life again!" I yelled. "If you screw up the match
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tomorrow, I'll fire you on the spot! Got that?!"
I don't know if he got it or not because he stood there, quiet as always. I
was about to storm out when a final thought occurred to me, a last-ditch effort
to remedy whatever problem existed between us. "Mouse," I said with the
kindest tone I could muster under the circumstances," do you want to crash at
my place until you find a place to live?"
"El rat6n sol~"
I held up my hand to stop him and then walked away, trembling, resigned
that I'd done all I could.
9.
Sunday morning came too fast and not fast enough. Too fast because I
wasn't sure we'd win the mask versus mask bout and the consequences of not
winning were too horrible to contemplate. Not fast enough because I wanted
to get on with the championship and on with my life.
I'd told the team to be at the auditorium an hour before fight time so I
could give them a pep talk. I'd made sure to tell The Flying Mouse again when
I saw him last night. But when I arrived, only The Wall, Devil Cockroach and
Chihuahua were there. The Wall and Devil Cockroach were stretching in the
team's designated area while Chihuahua was folding clean white towels for use
after the match. They each worked slowly, heads hung low. Even Chihuahua
had a less spastic spring in his step. They knew what was at stake today, how
much they each had to lose.
"Where the hell is Jorge?" I asked Devil Cockroach who was adjusting his
stuffed legs. He glared at me like our dismal record in the trios matches was my
fault-which it was for the most part, but it was far better for the team if I
avoided blame and focused on the problem at hand.
"Wall, do you know where Mouse is?" I asked.
"He is where he is,"The Wall said.
The auditorium doors opened to let in the public, and the thunder of footsteps and roar of anticipation were almost deafening. The crowd knew all about
mask versus mask bouts. The bloodlust in the air was palpable.
I was nearly frantic. If The Flying Mouse didn't show by opening bell we'd
be disqualified. I clutched Chihuahua by the shoulders and pulled him aside.
"I need you to find The Flying Mouse," I whispered urgently.
"He's not here?" Chihuahua gasped, and started to shake. He dug into his
pocket and yanked out his prescription bottle, but I snatched it away and
pitched it deep into the crowd.
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"Go!" I yelled. Wide-eyed with the onset of hyperactivity, Chihuahua
bolted down the concourse toward the exit.
I clenched my teeth as the fear struck again, sharp and sudden. I didn't
know if it was because I hoped The Flying Mouse would or wouldn't be
found. At that point-and I can't explain why-I felt like fate brought him to
the team. Despite my anxiety attacks, I felt like there was some divine purpose
at work, something I didn't understand and wasn't meant to understand. Who
was I to argue with the goddamn Man Upstairs if he had a plan?
"We should have recruited another member of the insect family," Devil
Cockroach hissed while The Wall kept repeating, "We have the freedom to win
or lose ... win or lose ..."
A short time later, our opponents entered their designated area: a team
called El Dia de los Muertos dressed like skeletons. And then, too soon, it was
time to enter the ring.
The Wall and a portly skeleton took opposite corners when I spotted
Chihuahua running back down the concourse all sweaty and red ... and alone.
I grabbed his arm when he got close. "Where's The Flying Mouse?!"
"Dead," Chihuahua said, panting. "I went to the gym and found a note
from Grandpa saying that he'd found The Flying Mouse living there and had
him arrested. He was fine when the cops put him in his cell ..." Chihuahua
swallowed hard, tiny Adam's apple bobbing frantically, " ... he was lying on a
cot with his eyes rolled back, his mouth open, his knees drawn up to his chest.
He was dead. Dead as dead can be." Chihuahua's expression went dark and the
hyperactivity drained from his body like oil from a ruptured tanker. He looked
at his shoes and mumbled, "You know, The Flying Mouse is the first wrestler
to die in police custody in the entire history of Lucha Libra wrestling."
I took a deep breath and tried to calm the screaming panic inside me. The
Flying Mouse was dead, which was tragic. But just as bad, we'd lost the match
and that meant ...
I turned away from Chihuahua, climbed over the partition into the designated area, and gestured for The Wall to come join Devil Cockroach and me
on the floor. I waited as he lumbered over the ropes and took his place on my
right side, his massive frame shading us from the bright arena lights. Then I gave
them both the news.
Devil Cockroach couldn't believe we'd lost the match without throwing a
single move and scurried around in tight circles before sitting heavily, his
stuffed limbs crushed beneath his real legs. The Wall nodded slowly for several
moments, then retook his place in the ring. The skeleton must have sensed the
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forfeit because he backed up to give The Wall room.
And then, before I realized what I was doing, I yelled for The Wall to run
because I knew what had to come next. I yelled for him to get his big-as-amonolith Mexican ass out of the ring and run to save his identity, run to save
his goddamn life, but he ignored me and stood there, strong as always, and
hooked a thumb under the edge of his mask below the chin.
The crowd went quiet, but I was still yelling, fueled by guilt and panic, my
voice echoing off the walls and ceiling. Flashbulbs began to pop which meant
The Wall's face would be plastered on the front page of every goddamn pieceof-shit tabloid in Tijuana between stories of alien abduction and miracle
weight loss plans.
I kept yelling until my throat was raw, but The Wall never wavered. He
pulled up the mask slowly to reveal his brutish mouth in full and then weathered cheeks turned ruddy by tequila and a nose pressed flat by who knows how
many punches and elbow jabs. Next came his dark, wizened eyes and a forehead corrugated by pink scar tissue. The wounds were self-inflicted by a razorblade, no doubt, from when he had to draw blood to excite a crowd, long
before he earned the right to wear a mask. A pallet of black hair was revealed
last when he pulled the mask free of his head.
The Wall held up the blue mask, gripping it by the top so the crowd could
see its face, and then passed it to the skeleton who accepted it reverently with
a bony hand. The Wall had spent years building his reputation and identity in
the ring, yet here he was, handing over his mask without loss of pride in himself or the sport.
And that's when my panic disappeared. As I watched The Wall surrender,
the feeling crumbled away into nothing inside me,just like that. For a moment,
I felt hollow and alone without the panic, like I'd been abandoned by a close
and familiar friend. But then the emptiness was replaced by something that felt
lighter. Felt good. Felt free.
I sagged to my knees, weak with relief. I looked up at The Wall who stood in
the ring with his arms crossed. The crowd applauded and he soaked up the adoration humbly, a big smile lighting up his face. Still smiling, he looked down at me.
His smile told me that I shouldn't feel guilty about our loss. It told me that
we were all responsible for what had happened, and that everything was going
to be OK. It proved to me once and for all the fortitude of freedom.
If I was the type of guy who rolled around with his feminine side, I could
make all sorts of parallels here. But I'm not, so you can draw your own goddamn conclusions about what happened.
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And then it was over.
The match. Our identities. My panic.
All of it.
10.
I left Tijuana a few days later after apologizing to the team for my significant role in the fiasco. Devil Cockroach (who had blond hair, blue eyes and a
roach tattoo on his forehead) grudgingly accepted my apology, while
Chihuahua jumped up and down, excited that he'd been a witness to history.
And The Wall? He shook my hand and reaffirmed what I saw in his smile
that day in the ring. He also told me to consider the loss a blessing since guises
held too long can do more harm than good. Trust me, the rationale sounds
even more impressive when you hear it in a thick Mexican accent.
I don't consider Tijuana a squalid shithole anymore. Sure, the place lacks
polish, but that's because only artificial things have polish and Tijuana is anything but. It's a place that's organic and alive and doesn't offer air-conditioned
cubbyholes to help you hide from yourself.
I'm keeping the new way I see Tijuana in mind now that I'm heading back
to New York. I plan to talk with the GM about our unresolved issues in a cool,
calm, and unadulterous way, ifhe can see clear of siccing his goons on me. I owe
him that much. Our falling-out aside, he's always been a sort of father to me.
Needless to say, I owe The Wall, Devil Cockroach, and Chihuahua a lot,
and in a profound and dysfunctional way, The Flying Mouse too.
The Flying Mouse wasn't scary to everyone, but he was to me, and in the
end, that was really all that goddamn mattered.
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Fortune City Women
Beverly Mendoza

IN THE PHOTOGRAPH THEY SAT IN THIS ORDER: MAMA GWEN, TITA LULU,

Auntie Belit, and my mother. I am the alien-head baby sitting on Tita Lulu's
lap with one arm out, trying to reach through the photograph. The man was a
professional photographer, or so I was told, that my mother hired for the day
to take photographs in her garden. (That's how proud she was of her garden.)
You could tell it was a professional photograph, everyone was posed perfectly,
backs arched, chests out, heads aligned, looking straight into the camera, a pose
that necessitates direction, under just the right amount of light, and there was
a white border around all the photos he took. This one was in color but had a
grainy look that aged it to the seventies.
Every woman wore a version of a sundress and open-toed heels. I was in
a checked-yellow dress, completely bald, straddling myTita Lulu's left leg. Their
hair was parted in the middle and flowed down like silk, stopping right above
the curve of their breasts. As I think about it, they all must have been in their
late twenties,just a few years older than I am now. Behind them you could see
my mother's orchids lacing across a gray stone wall that I always remember had
mythological goddesses carved into it, like the one of the manananggal. She was
a half-woman, half-winged creature, leaving the bottom half of her body on
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the ground as she flew through the night, swooping down on her victims,
either to take them away into the mountains or to suck their blood on the spot.
I imagined they looked just like these carvings; I imagined at night the stone
wall was clear and these creatures would fly out and have their feast. But my
mother denied that was what she had intended for the wall. "They are goddesses, anak," she always said, "not those crazy superstitions! Only provincial
countrymen believe in those!"
"But, Mom, don't we live in a province?" I asked one day.
"No. This is a suburb, anak.You were born in the city."
This is one of my favorite photographs that my family brought from the
Philippines. It was taken twenty-five years ago, just after I was born. My parents and I haven't been back to Manila since. We've been on a self-imposed
exile in Chicago. But that's another story, for another day. Today I'd like to tell
you a story of these women, the Fortune City Women, about how they lived
and died in Fortune City, and how my mother and I escaped their fate.
We all lived in a six-block triangle surrounding a rice field where the water
rises and forms a mirage of floating grass in the middle of dry dust and red dirt.
Superstitious people would call Fortune City a cursed village because of what
happened to my soul-mate sisters who lived in the triangle. They all died consecutively in the last month of summer. My mother likes to think that they
were all soul mates and that after the first one died, she beseeched God to take
her soul sisters, too, so she had someone to chat and laugh with; and God did,
one by one. I remembered being a little bothered by that theory, hoping that I
wasn't close enough to anyone who had that much pull with God, because it
would be a damned shame to be offed by God just because a dead friend or
cousin was a bit lonely and wanted to chat.
Fortune City is a subdivision of Manila where the houses are not as big as
the mansions in Quezon City, but not as small as the rows of squatter homes
in Manila. It was middle class, my mother would say. I used to think the middle
class was nonexistent in the Philippines. I thought it was either that you lived
in a grand old house with servants and drivers and nannies and bodyguards, or
you begged for food on the street, running up to Toyotas and getting your fingers caught in the window when it is rolled up until you could see your own
reflection. I guess I didn't know any better.
My mother and father had our house built in Fortune City. They built it
with clay and bricks to keep us cool, and the garden was bigger than the house
itself. My mother liked to grow orchids there. It was surrounded by a stone
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wall, with a looming black iron fence in front that had points jutting up to the
sky, threatening to rip the clouds. From the front gates, the house looked like
a white clay fortress with no life inside, but life happened behind it in the
garden. It was where my mother kneeled in her duster, wearing rubber gloves,
humming, and digging in the soil to plant seeds. It was where I would read my
plays and stories underneath a coconut tree while our dog licked my toes. It
was where the three women, the soul-mate sisters, would come in the afternoon and sit around in wicker lawn chairs, drinking pitchers of kalamansi juice
from little green limes, perfectly round and sweet. Sometimes one would bring
fried plantains glazed in brown sugar. We called that turon, the sound of a
motorcycle starting. I would eat them one by one, letting the banana melt on
my tongue until I felt it slide down my throat like a slippery worm. I listened
to them talk about men, love, and stories about when they had been young
schoolgirls; they always told me how they wished they were as young as me,
knowing what they know now. They said if I just listened to them, I would be
wise and know how love works. I was lucky, they said, but I have always wondered what it was I should feel so lucky to know. I thought I was lucky that I
didn't know what they knew and was content to stay young forever.
Mama Gwen was the oldest one, and you could tell in the picture. Her
round eyes were heavier than the others and drooped down at the ends, and
she wore thicker makeup as well, darker lipstick, and more blush. Her smile was
heavier as well; maybe the day the picture was taken was a day she had another
fight with her husband.
Mama Gwen lived next to our home, on the other side of the stone wall.
She came from the southern, Muslim part of the Philippines and had run away
from her family to marry Lito, an engineer and drunkard. They had two daughters around my age, and one crazy maid who howled and buried baby dolls in
the soil in their backyard when the moon was full and bright. Whenever I was
at their house playing with Michelle or Kitty, Mama Gwen's daughters, the
crazy maid would yell at me and tell me I was a sinner because I would walk
around on my knees on the carpet when I was too lazy to stand up to get
something from across the room. She said never to walk on my knees like that
again, and I never did, even though I never understood how it would offend
God so much. With just a look, that maid could make me do anything she said.
Her face was wound so tight, and whenever she spoke, words came out in a
darting military order; it was clear that she was no one to mess with.
One night it was a full moon, and the crazy maid took all the crosses in
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the house and staked them on the soil in the front yard like headstones in a
cemetery. She dug deep holes into the grass and dirt, and buried a doll under
each cross, face down, with their eyes scooped out, leaving empty black holes.
She took a kitten Mama Gwen just gave Kitty for her birthday and buried him
under the biggest cross out of the bunch that used to hang over the dining
room buffet table. The next morning, there were screams and cries coming
from the other side of the stone wall. At noon, Kitty, Michelle, and I watched
the crazy maid walk down the road with a suitcase, swearing and skipping in
her yellow duster and slippers: A Curse on You, A Curse on You, Up in Heaven, It
Will Rain, A Curse on You, A Curse on You, Down in Hell, It Will Burn, A Curse on
You, A Curse on You ... It sort of resembled a demented Mary Poppins scene,
prancing down the road with a suitcase and jumping up high to click her heels.
The kitten died, and the baby dolls were thrown away; they were no good
without their eyes. Mama Gwen got another new maid her cousin used to
employ in the city. She was young and beautiful and could make her own ice
cream. Her face was the exact opposite of the old, crazy maid's. All her features
were relaxed, and her face seemed to blossom, with her big lips, doe eyes, and
long eyelashes, just really soft. One day, she was making her own mango ice
cream for Mama Gwen's wedding anniversary. She and Tito Lito had been married for fifteen years. Tito Lito came home with his six brothers and set up the
tables by the garage and drank, swore, and played dominoes with his brothers.
Mama Gwen was polite and served them all food, some fried fish and fried
pork. But when the girls from the city with short skirts and big hair came over
and sat on their laps and giggled and drank and smoked, Mama Gwen took the
mango ice cream from the freezer where it stood trying to solidify and poured
it over Tito Lito 's head. She started to throw the bottles of beer at the wall of
her house, screaming, "I ... shouldn't ... have ... EVER ... married ... a ...
man ... like ... you ... PUNETA ... get your whores OUT OF MY HOUSE."
The brothers and girls all left in their trucks, and so did Tito Lito.
Mama Gwen got sick shortly after this happened. Her skin began to turn
very gray, and her lips were always cracked and bleeding. She couldn't move
her legs, and her bed was brought out to the living room in front of the television set by the window. She rested there with three pillows under her head,
propping her up either to stare at the TV or look out the window, her stare
seeming to look beyond what was in front of her. The doctors came and went;
no one knew what was wrong with her. At first, the ladies from our village
thought that she just missed her husband and her heart was broken, but he
came back in a few months with boxes and boxes of dresses and fake pearl
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necklaces, and she still got no better. My mother and I would visit every day
to bring her food, which she never ate.
The day she died was at the end of a three-week-long typhoon that
flooded the rice fields in front of our homes. The electrical lines snapped in
half, and dwarf coconut trees split down the middle. The rain fell like gravel
twirling in a mixer. Winds ripped out bushes and flowers from their beds and
sent them whirling into the next towns. Our streets flooded, the river outlining
our village overflowed, and the dying fish scattered in hundreds on our lawns
and sidewalks flipped and wiggled like they were being electrocuted. It had the
surreal effect of a biblical plague, I tell you. For the last three days of the
typhoon, our whole village had no electricity, and we sat by lit candles and
counted how many days it had been since we saw the sun. It was dark and bluegray everywhere you looked, except for the dim flashing yellow of candles by
the windows.
Mama Gwen died at 4:38 in the morning, and the hands of the clocks in
her home stopped moving. Her children were all woken up, and Tito Lito slept
like a baby, drunk from the last two weeks. They lit candles around her body
and prayed until the sun came up, turning everything into a colored landscape,
from the black and gray we had grown accustomed to. My mother and the soul
sisters cleaned Mama Gwen's house and helped her new maid. After the doctors and undertakers returned her, she was dressed in a simple, white linen
gown, and her hands were wrapped in a brown beaded rosary. They put a light
rouge on her cheeks and gloss on her lips. My mom and her friends cooked
for the guests, and the maid prepared her mango ice cream for dessert. Just
before the guests arrived, my mother had my father drive to the market to buy
boxes of candles, because we had burned them all up during the storm.
When my father moves around in bed, he shakes the whole thing so hard
that sometimes my mother falls out and wakes up on the floor, very angry. One
night when he was having a nightmare and kept turning from side to side and
sweating, my mother got up and slept in my bedroom with me, and then I
couldn't sleep because I can't sleep with another person's arms around me like
an octopus-I felt trapped. I heard my father's cock-fighting champion rooster,
Ali, cooo-oooh-oooh-cooo-cooo-ing in our garage. It echoed between my ears, and
I realized that I had not slept at all, and the morning was near. My mother
stretched and hugged me tightly, then whispered in my ear to go back to sleep.
She returned to her bedroom and lay down next to my father. He woke up
and told her about a dream he had just had: "Oh, love, what a dream. Lulu was
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burning in a fire ... in a building ..." he said, sweating and out of breath. "She
was hanging outside a window ... coughing; her face was black, she was in her
pajamas, and she jumped out. She hit the ground dead, and then it kept happening over and over again. She was up high in a building, higher, higher, each
time the dream started. And there was more smoke and when she jumped
others jumped with her, but I only recognized her."
My mother wiped the sweat off my father's forehead, and he got up to
wash his face. Over the sink and running water he asked her, "Why would I
dream something like that, Zen?"
"I don't know. Maybe you're worried about her subconsciously. But whenever you dream you move around so much that I can't sleep-I feel like I'm
on a waterbed. I want to get separate beds," my mother said in a teasing tone.
My father returned from the bathroom, tickled her underarms, buried his
face in her neck, and said, "Separate beds! You can't stand sleeping so far away
from me," and my mother said, "Che! Oh, please! You're delusional!" and kissed
him back. They flirted like this whenever they were in love, which they fall in
and out of many times a year. Life was good, though, when they were in love
and joked around like they did that day. These days my mother tells me she has
to hold herself back from taking a pillow and suffocating him while he sleeps,
to quiet his obnoxious snoring. Instead she whacks him in the head and tells
him to keep it down. "It sounds like an orchestra of pig snorts!" she says. But
that's now, and I've come to believe that with age love tends to rust a little, but
they still sleep in the same bed.
That morning began like any other Sunday. Our maid Fely would prepare
breakfast. Fely always prepared Longaneesa sausages and garlic fried rice with
scrambled eggs on Sunday. We gathered around the breakfast table, and I
watched my father eat with his hands, scooping up the rice and tearing the
sausages apart, dipping them in a saucer of vinegar and crushed garlic, and
shoveling it all into his mouth. I would copy him exactly, even swiveled my fingers around my plate, tracing the mound of rice I would scoop up into my fingers. I built winding roads around my plate, using the rice as fences and the
sausages as cars. My mother would call us baboons, and my father would slide
his eyes towards me and wink. It sometimes bothered my mother how much
alike my father and I were. She would say, "It's like you two were each half of
a monkey's butt."
After breakfast our neighbor, Ray Cuampo, rode his bicycle to our house
and knocked on our door choking on his own tears and snot. He said, "Turn
on your TV-Lulu is dead ... she's dead ... my sister is dead." We turned on
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the television, and every channel had on a special report. Fire trucks and ambulances blocked the view of the Ermita Hotel on Rojas Boulevard by Manila
Bay. Behind the red and blue lights and firemen with black faces, we saw a giant
cloud of smoke rising from an ash-covered building, where the windows were
blown out and bright orange flames danced and waved at the crowd below.
Fely came running into the living room, pointed out that the smoke looked
like the face of the Virgin Mary, dropped to her knees, and started chanting
prayers. My mother told her, "Get up and don't be silly," but as I looked into the
screen I could see a woman's face in the smoke. But sometimes my eyes play
tricks on me like that, so I whispered into Fely's ear that I saw it too, but not to
tell Mommy. The smoke kept rising off the screen, and the camera panned to
people in their pajamas covered in ashes, screaming and crying by the sidewalk.
A woman reporter in a yellow suit with big gold earrings and thick red lipstick
grabbed many people from the street trying to get interviews. But all we heard
were incomprehensible wailings of people in shock, and people who said that
they were waiting for their husband, or mother, or sister to be found in the mass
of people on the sidewalks, wrapped in cold wet towels. Soon the reporters just
kept repeating the same news over and over again.
We got dressed and went over to the Cuampo family house that sat on a
little hill just across the rice field and stayed there with the rest of their friends
and family waiting for news about Lulu. My father did not dare tell them about
his dream until they received a phone call from Lulu's boyfriend, Bobby
Florendo. My Auntie Lulu was the oldest child in the Cuampo family. She was
my favorite of them all, because she was so pretty and nice and smelled like
flowers all the time. She always told me about America. Her boyfriend, Bobby,
was already married to a woman. You can't get divorced in the Philippines if
you plan on going to heaven, so Bobby and Lulu planned to move to Chicago,
since one of her sisters already lived there, and get married and raise a family.
He could fix cars, and she could find work at a hotel and then eventually send
for her other siblings to move there. They were young and in love, she said, and
dreams come true faster in America. So she bought a visa and passport with her
life savings and boarded a plane to Chicago; Bobby was to meet her there in a
few weeks after he finished up loose ends. The same day that she arrived at
O'Hare Airport with one suitcase and trembling knees, she was handcuffed and
sent back to Manila. Apparently, she really thought that the visa and passport
were real and it was that easy to buy your way into America and faster dreams.
Back in Manila, she never spoke of America and locked herself in her bedroom
for a long time. She only let her one last soul sister visit and my mother, as well,
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on occasion. They painted her toenails, did her hair, and gossiped about the
other women in the village, and sometimes she would laugh.
After a few months they managed to convince her that nobody talked
about her rapid deportation and that all was forgotten, and her shame slowly
diminished. She got a job at the Ermita Hotel as the assistant manager and continued to date Bobby. She worked until eleven o'clock on Saturday night and
decided just to sleep at the hotel rather than have one of her brothers drive all
the way into the city to pick her up at such a late hour. The hotel always provided a room with another girl, named Lorna, who worked as a reservationist
during the same shift. Lorna told Bobby that by the time the five alarm woke
them at around 3:30, the smoke was already entering their room. Lulu and
Lorna wrapped themselves in blankets and ran out to the hallway, which was
packed with people stampeding over each other, their heads hidden in a cloud
of gray smoke. Lorna said Lulu had been helping an older woman when she
lost sight of her in the crowd; the last time she saw her. And then Bobby said
he talked to the police commissioner he went to college with, who let him
inside the barricade to look for Lulu. He ran into a man named Vince who
knew Lulu, and he told Bobby that she had died. Bobby asked him how he
knew for sure, and he said he had seen her on the ground by the escalators on
the mezzanine level. He said that many people were burning as they ran, and
many just seemed to be lost in all the smoke. Bobby told myTita Lulu's brother
that the man was covered in soot and his clothes melted onto his skin, still bubbling on his back, and his large round eyes were bright red. Bobby said he
wanted to kill him for not helping Lulu, for surviving the fire to tell him that
Lulu had burned to death, but by the time he could move, the man was being
escorted into an ambulance that disappeared down the street into the ashes.
After Bobby got off the phone, my Uncle Ray told everyone what had
happened. Lola Cuampo, Tita Lulu's mother, kept shaking her head back and
forth, trying to wake herself up from the nightmare. Everyone else was very still
as my Uncle Ray paced the front of the living room, smoking cigarettes, ashing
on the floor, and retelling the conversation he had just had. No one interrupted
him even though everyone had many questions. And like the reporters on TV,
everyone kept repeating the same facts over and over again. I think people
found it comforting to hear the story over and over, and bit by bit they let it
sink in, the way some people rock back and forth as if they are babies and
mumble comforting hymns to themselves. I dozed in and out of sleep. I heard
my father telling Ray and his brother the dream he had the night before, and
everyone said that Lulu must have come to him in spirit.
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Since that day, my father has learned that dying spirits come to him in his
sleep. If there is anything I don't want to inherit from him, it is that psychic
gift. I have horrible nightmares as it is. The next day I found myself in my own
room. My father's rooster, Ali, woke me up again and I walked into the living
room where my parents where watching TV and drinking coffee. They were
looking for Lulu's name on the television. The channels were scrolling the
names of the confirmed dead, while a reporter read the names aloud ... for the
blind, I guess. Lulu Cuampo's name followed that of Salvador Carandang and
before Elena Dabu on every list, on every channel. My father laid his head on
my mother's lap on the couch; he fell asleep as she rubbed his head and ran her
fingers though his hair.
Auntie Isabelita was the last of the three soul sisters to die that month. In
the photograph, she is sitting to the right ofTita Lulu. As I look closer, they're
holding hands. Both of them are very light skinned and smiling as if they are
flirting with the photographer. Their bodies appear very poised and their smiles
seem genuine and spontaneous. Everyone called her Belit for short, and I
always wondered why Filipinos chose such horrible-sounding nicknames. She
could have been called Isabelle but instead they chose Befit, which sounds like
ballot, which in Tagalog is a salty egg with a vein-covered embryo of a chickinside; you just have to poke a hole through its shell and sip its juices.
Auntie Belit's son Joel was my best friend. In the summer we would pretend to be hunters and run through the rice fields using our water guns and
shooting at the cows and caribou. Sometimes the water buffaloes would give
chase and we would run for our lives screaming without looking back, until
we reached the end of the rice field and the caribou had given up, turned its
dry bulging body, and walked back to its gang. One day, our maid was watering
the grass in front of our home, saw me running in the field with a caribou not
so far behind, and told my mother. My hunting days were soon over, and Joel
and I became police officers for the rest of the summer.
It was so hot one day that the dirt was cracking, and insects were dying and
shriveling up on the ground. Joel and I went to get ice cream from Manong
Bert's Ice Cream Shop, and we were the only ones outside. Fortune City was
a ghost town, and even the dogs stayed inside that day. In the store, Manong
Bert sat behind the counter with two fans facing him, drinking papaya juice
and watching a soap opera on the television set that hung up above his head.
"Hi, Manong Bert, can we sit in your freezer?" Joel asked.
"Aayayay, so hot out there. I might just die today, God willing," Manong
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Bert said. His cheeks had sunken in since the last time I saw him. He must have
been the oldest man I had ever seen. His skin was chocolate brown and thick
as leather but looked like satin when he smiled. He always said God willing after
everything like," My wife is getting so fat I have to roll her out of bed and use a forklift to get her in the tub, aayayay, God willing, or You know, I will retire and set up a
hut in Bagio and sell fish balls to all those tourists, make more money, God willing.
"How is your mom,Joel? Has she given birth yet, God willing?" Manong
Bert asked.
"No, not yet, Manong Bert. Can we have four Popsicles? Lili wants the
orange and red, and I'll have an orange and green." Joel sometimes acted like
my boyfriend when it came to ordering things in the ice cream parlors and
McDonald's. Auntie Belit always said that she would raise Joel into a perfect
gentlemen. My mother says that she wishes I would realize I am a girl instead
of a boy and wear a dress sometime.
After Joel paid for our Popsicles, we ran to his house so that the Popsicles
wouldn't melt. I felt like I was carrying the sun itself on my back and it was
pushing me down and burning my neck and the back of my ears. I could smell
the top of my head roasting; it smelled like burnt rubber. By the time we
reached Auntie Belit's house I felt so dizzy I had to go to the bathroom and
stick my head under the faucet. When I opened the door I saw Auntie Belit
standing in the bathtub clutching her stomach with two rivers of blood
streaming down her legs. It resembled the red juice of the Popsicle that was
beginning to drip down my hands and onto the floor. I dropped my Popsicle
on the floor and ran outside calling for Joel.
Auntie Belit was not supposed to have any children according to the doctors. She had a weak heart. But my mother says that her husband didn't really
care and planted his seeds anyway, and that Joel was already a mistake. One day,
during the previous summer, Joel and I watched his father come home in the
middle of the afternoon smelling of rubbing alcohol and smoke. He slammed
the bedroom door and then we heard slapping and grunting. Minutes later
Auntie Belit came out of the bedroom in her pink bathrobe and she wouldn't
look at us; her hair was nappy and she was shivering. She walked into the bathroom, and we heard the water running and running. I knew that she was
watering the seed Joel's father planted.
When Joel came back with me to the bathroom, Auntie Belit was slipping
down the wall. Her hands were covered in blood. The bottom of the tub was
covered with a maroon clumpy substance, and as she slipped her feet slid from
underneath her, pushing the baby clumps forward. The blood spread onto the
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white dress like an ink stain. I remember trying to recognize the hands and feet
in the pool of blood. One hand was holding the bottom of her stomach to keep
the baby inside, and the other was pounding her chest. She was breathing short
breaths and her eyes were scared wide and white like Ping-Pong balls, and
looked up at something above her without blinking. She told Joel to call the
doctor, and I ran home to get my mother. Stepping outside, I could hardly
breathe and my face began to sting as if I was nuzzling a porcupine. I felt the
beads of sweat form on the top of my head, drip down my forehead, and fall
onto the yellow dirt.
"Auntie Belit is bleeding ... Auntie Belit is bleeding!" I yelled as I ran
through our house. My mother was talking on the phone; she hung up when
she heard me, and we ran back to the house. By the time we arrived,Joel was
sitting in the bathtub hugging his mother, her arms cradled around his head,
pushing him into her breast, her eyes closed. My mother yelled her name and
picked up Joel, but he wouldn't let go of Auntie Belit. Auntie Belit's one arm
fell over the tub with her head tilted to the side, knocking over a bottle of
shampoo that stood in the corner of the tub. Joel wouldn't let go of Auntie
Belit until the ambulance came thirty minutes later; my mother was already
wiping the blood that trailed from the kitchen on the white linoleum floor to
the pea green tile in the bathroom. The ambulance men lifted Joel up, and my
mother took his clothes and changed him. The ambulance men laid Auntie
Belit on the stretcher and pumped her chest with electricity. She jolted up and
down, and Joel screamed for them to stop hitting his mother. Joel's father came
home and staggered into the bathroom, smelling like sweet, sweet beer and
slipping on the lemon-smelling floor; he fell face first onto the floor. He was
put on a stretcher in one ambulance; Auntie Belit was zipped into a white
plastic bag and rolled into another ambulance.
Joel got to ride in the front of the ambulance where Auntie Belit was. The
neighbors stood around my mother asking what happened, and she held me
close to her. All the ladies were in their dusters, fanning themselves with straw
fans and wiping their foreheads with thin hankies; some huddled under
umbrellas hiding from the sun. I tried to peek between the silhouettes of the
ladies standing in front of me into the ambulance. I saw Joel, who waved
goodbye to me and pressed the button that made the truck wail and the red
lights spin.
As I think about it, the Fortune City Women all died in the order they sat
in this photograph. First, Mama Gwen, then Tita Lulu, then Auntie Belit. After
that summer I returned to school. I was terrified to leave my mother home
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alone, convinced that she was next. I saw it with my very own eyes: I saw that
maid put the curse on Fortune City as she left our town with a suitcase. I only
attended one more quarter of school until my parents and I moved permanently to the States. They were already planning it before that summer, but the
events of the summer may have propelled the plans faster than they expected.
There were many reasons why we left, but, as I said earlier, that's a different
story. To escape from this curse may be one of them, to save my mother. She
was the fourth one sitting in this photograph, and I am right in the middle.
For some reason I've never thought about that summer until now. I've
never been able to wrap my mind around all that happened-it would only
surface in wavy images. Perhaps I have suppressed them so deep inside for survival; I have realized that memories can be deadly. Not until I saw this photograph have I thought of each woman individually. All my memories of that life
in Fortune City are filed away in dusty bins, all separated, all yellowed by time
and distance. These women seemed to be asking me something in this picture:
Have we really escaped? Are we free? It's survivor's guilt. That's what this is. It's as
if my mother was spared, and their deaths were a sacrifice for our lives. Or
maybe it doesn't mean anything, and it was pure coincidence, they were mere
pegs in the cycle of life and death. Whatever it is, this photograph has burned
itself on my mind now, and I am there at Fortune City, in my mother's garden,
by the stone wall of carved goddesses, spying on and listening to these women
talk about everything that has hurt them, basking in their laughter and
drowning in their tears. This photograph has completely overwhelmed me
today and these women are calling to me. If I keep looking at it longer and
longer, inspecting it, finding out clues, peeling off the layers, I hope to come
upon an answer one day: Have we escaped? For now, it seems we have. But that
answer can change paths in any second.
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The Manson Job
James Elkins

1.

I WAS WAITING FOR BABY AT THE CLUB WHEN NICK WALKED IN. I DIDN'T KNOW

his name then, but that didn't matter. It never did. All these little shit sticks
cruising the Walk were the same, or acted like they were anyway.
Nick's head darted through the draped velvet curtain, pulled back, darted
in again. It reminded me of a turtle, a very strange, sun-boiled turtle. He was
wearing sunglasses, black socks, gold chains, and loafers. The top of his head and
face were burned a shade of red reserved for color wheels and $10 lobster buffets. He strolled by the stage, pausing to smile at the girls, who gave him a little
jiggle. Nick kept his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunched forward,
hiding the bulge in his coat. He wasn't fooling anyone.
The Double Grind was a dirty little club away from the lights, a dive, a
place for sailors and fistfights, a place where the right name or a few bucks
could get a man taken care of. I'd been here before, but never because I wanted
to be.
I'd hit bottom at the Grind more times than a spoon in a soup kitchen. It
was never pretty, but I'd a name here once and that was enough, enough to get
a few bucks, a bottle, and a crew to do things my mother couldn't even
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imagine, not even if you drew her a picture. The Grind wasn't a place you
went, it was a place you ended up. It was a giant, dark candle sucking in all the
trash, all the bad things the City had to offer. And I was back. Nine years, and
it had pulled me back.
Nick sat next to me. There had to be a dozen seats on either side, and he
settled in close, ordered a daiquiri, admired himself in the mirror behind the
bar. It didn't matter that he looked like a clown. People were still afraid of
clowns, and from the look of things he weighed near 220, most of it gut. Still,
I could see the power in his legs, the big bull neck, and those ropey forearms.
I bet he made a mean tailback. Once. I looked at my watch, buttoned my
jacket, drank some scotch. It was twenty-till. Baby was never late.
"You ever been to Statesville?" he said through a mouthful of chipped ice,
rum, and pineapple.
I gathered that he was talking about the prison. A guy like him? Sitting
next to a guy like me? I scare people. I used to get paid for it. Now I just tried
to keep to myself. So I did just that. I kept to myself. Checked my watch again.
Had another slurp of booze.
"I got it," Nick snapped his fingers , flinging moisture onto my lapels. "It
was La Tuna. That's where I know you from." Nick smiled and sipped his drink
loudly.
I shifted in my seat again, unbuttoned my jacket. From the corner of my
eye, I spotted one of the strippers stalking across the stage. She was big, and her
yellow skin shone in the lights. She waved. I didn't wave back.
You don't ask a con about prison. It's like what they say about the salad
fork and the soup spoon. What do you call it? Etiquette.
Two-twenty or not, if this hump kept up, he was gonna get a slap.
"I've never been inside myself," he continued. "Too quick," Nick made a
double karate-chop gesture with his hands. "I'm Nick." He wiped a hand on
his pantleg and held it near my elbow. I let out a breath and closed my eyes.
Nick shrugged. Didn't miss a beat, this one.
"I was visiting my uncle Tony. Maybe you heard of him. Tony and the
Mission Five? Out of San Fernando?"
I crunched some ice. Eddie walked behind the bar. His arms strained
against a black T-shirt. The thing had creases in it, for Christ sake. I asked him
who folded his laundry. He shrugged, cleaning a glass with a dirty towel. I
flashed a twenty. Eddie poured scotch and raised an eyebrow at Nick. I shook
my head. Baby had five minutes. If I couldn't last five minutes with this crackerjack then something was definitely wrong.
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It's true. I was in La Tuna. I did a nickel for a job involving a truck full of
chickens. They said I took it across state lines, and that made it federal. The job
had been a favor for Critical Bill. My last.
It seemed like every small-time, two-bit chippie around owed a piece of
her skin to Critical Bill. Bill ran things down here.You couldn't steal a parking
meter in this part of the world without shucking Bill the juice. It was one of
the reasons I left. I was sick of paying dues, living like some kind of criminal
sharecropper for a guy named Critical Bill.
I twisted my neck and gave a look around. A few customers had started to
trickle in, seating themselves in the squat captain's chairs by the stage. The DJ
put on something electronic. Deep bass pulsed from the speakers. Nick leaned
closer. I could taste his aftershave. It didn't mix with the scotch. I looked at my
watch again. Two minutes till twelve.
Baby walked in at twelve on the stroke. Nick saw her, too. His chatter
stopped long enough for him to pick his jaw up off the bar. I watched him
watch her. Baby looked the part. She was wearing a pair of denim jeans so tight
it looked like someone had poured her into them. Her hair was fixed up in a
complicated knot, pierced by something shiny and silver. She was wearing a
pair of black biker boots and a ripped white shirt that I knew showed hints of
the Iron Cross tattooed on her back. She leaned heavily on a dull cane that
sported some kind of bird or animal perched on top of the handle. She looked
around at the lounge, at the chipped plaster, the discolored furniture, the train
chugging slowly round and round the doped-up Mexican stripper.
When she got to the bar I leaned in for a kiss. Baby folded into my body,
squeezing my forearm for support. She smelled like old books in a new car. She
stood to my right and ordered bourbon.
"No ice," she said, "neat," holding her fingers two inches apart to show
Eddie how much she wanted.
"What's with the cane, Baby?" I asked, moving back to my seat.
Baby open-throated the liquor, slamming the glass on the shiny lacquered
bar. Eddie snatched it away, wiping the spot where it had been with his dirty
towel. Some service. He looked like a seal, ripe for clubbing. Baby could have
cut him down with her cheekbones.
"This place is a real dump, Sonny.Who's your friend?" She flipped her head
at Nick, turned and flashed her fingers at Eddie again. Two more inches of
bourbon appeared. I put a fifty on the bar and took the bottle. Eddie slouched
back to his fish. It wasn't Eddie's fault. Sure, he read too many paperbacks, and
yes, he kept a fish behind the bar. But I found that hard to hold against the guy.
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I told Baby so. She arched her back and pouted her lips. Women.
I splashed some of the brown stuff over our ice. Bourbon and scotch. It
might be the breakfast of champions, but it was the dinner of lapsed Catholics
and reformed criminals.
"You look good, Baby," I said.
We drank. Baby blushed. But that might have been the liquor.
"And this is where we first met, in case you forgot," I added. This time she
did not blush.
"You were always sentimental, Sonny." She flashed those teeth and jerked
her head toward the back. I got the picture. Nick had his back to us, pretending
to watch a top-heavy blond with hair like barn straw ride a wooden horse. I followed Baby down the hall, past the bathrooms, a line of video poker machines,
and a row of champagne rooms.
We stopped in front of a little door. Baby pounded on the door with the
flat of her hand, the rings on her fingers clanging on the steel frame. I heard a
chair scrape across the floor and a deep voice grumbling, followed by a telephone slamming into its plastic cradle. The door swung open, and a pudgy man
wearing a visor waddled out with two stacks of money in each hand. He was
wearing suspenders and smelled like black Cuban cigars.
"Ya got five minutes," he said.
Baby pouted her lips, leaned on the cane, and planted a kiss on the old
man's head. "Oh,Johnny," she breathed into his ear, "don't be such a ... bear,"
pausing on the last word.
I choked a smile. Did I mention that Baby used to work here? Her name
was Gladys back then. Johnny wiped his head with a handkerchief and shoved
it back into his pocket.
"Don't touch nothing," he said, a little less gruff.
I shrugged. The room was four cinder-block walls. A gunmetal table sat
under a single light in the center, two chairs crowded to one side. There was a
telephone and an adding machine. It wasn't the Holiday Inn, but we could talk.
"What's going on, Baby? Why are we here?" The music from outside filtered through the thick concrete.
Baby laid her cane on the table and pressed both hands into her back,
cracking the bones along her spine. She said one word, but one was enough.
"Bill?" Baby nodded. My debt to him had been paid. Evidently, Baby's had not.
"The leg?" I asked.
Baby nodded again. Shit. Right then I knew I had to go, no matter what
the job was. A long time ago, Baby did some things to some people, people
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who were using drugs to turn my sister into a whore. It happened while I was
in the service. My sister was only fourteen, and Baby was still stripping then.
That's all I know. I made Baby promise never to tell me about it. In return, I
did anything for Baby, anytime, including flying 800 miles to a place I'd rather
forget, to do a job for a man I thought I'd walked away from a long time ago.
"What's the job?" I said, pulling the pistol from my jacket and checking the
load. I fieldstripped it quickly, mechanically, while Baby talked.
"There's a bull, somewhere south of Fairlane."
"Critical Bill wants a bull?"
"Shit, Sonny, you know Bill. This debt is old. I was in San Diego when his
goons came for me. San Diego!" Baby circled the table, wincing each time she
put pressure on her bad leg. I circled behind her putting the pieces of my gun
on the table one at a time.
"The thing I don't understand ... it's like he knew I'd call you, like he
wanted you here for some reason."
Yeah. Bill wanted me in on this. I was sure of it. What I wasn't sure of was
why.
"I don't like it, Sonny."
I stopped and looked at the gun, laid out like a jigsaw on the table. Like it
or not, we didn't have a choice. Baby was standing next to me now, our shoulders almost touching. She was silent. I turned her toward me. Her eyes
twitched. I looked at her stone brown eyes and tried not to feel like a heel.
Baby had that effect on me. I didn't know what it was. Somehow this was my
fault, Bill reaching out, reminding us that he still owned us. I put a thumb on
the corner of Baby's mouth, smearing her lipstick. She almost smiled.
"What's Bill want with a bull?"
Baby pulled away. "Not the bull."
I took a step back. "No."
"'Fraid so, pardner." Baby lit a cigarette and blew smoke into the light
above our heads. "He's got some hotshit breeder lined up and the bull's owner
won't deal. Bill figures it's cheaper to just steal the stuff."
"We're not talking about the family silver here, Baby."
"No. Just the jewels." She smiled.
I eyeballed the burning cigarette. "I thought you quit."
"I did," she said. "Twice."
I started to put my gun back together. "A bull, huh?" Maybe there was a
way around this.
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Baby tapped Nick on the shoulder. He jumped, dumping half a drink in
his lap. I gave her a look, then turned to Nick, who fidgeted with the hem of
his Hawaiian shirt.
"Let's talk," I said.
"Are you a cop?" he asked.
I could have decked him. Baby put a hand on my arm, and I relaxed.
We moved to a booth, our backs to the wall. Nick hooked a bottle with
two fingers and Baby followed, making a knocking noise with her cane. A
skinny Asian kid slipped behind the curtain, and a set of twins took her place
on the tiny stage.
"You ought to get a rubber tip for that," Nick said, sitting down and sliding
in on my left. The thick ropes of gold around his neck sparkled in the spotlights
that twirled over the stage. He rapped his knuckles on the pressboard tabletop,
his version of a drum roll. I bet he did tricks with those hands, tricks involving
pop cans and telephone directories, bending hubcaps into clever shapes, shit like
that. Baby lit another cigarette. Nick bent and picked at a mustard stain near his
nuts. Something about him didn't seem right. Then I saw it. One of his ears was
lower than the other. It was the left, and it made his face look like a badly hung
painting.
Another daiquiri appeared in front of Nick. He plucked a piece of fruit
from the drink and popped it into his mouth, pausing to slap the waitress on
the rump. We were near the speakers, facing the stage. If I had Nick pegged
right, all we had to do was wait. The chump running the ones and twos put on
Marvin Gaye. I almost laughed. The milky-eyed twins played slap and tickle for
sailors with singles ribboned through their fingers.
"So," he chewed on the papaya, "what are we waiting for?"
Baby smacked a piece of gum and stared at the toy train circling the
dancers. I finished my drink. Baby poured from the bottle. We clinked glasses.
The club was almost busy. A couple of suits had joined the sailors, and near the
door a small crowd of guys in sweatpants stood negotiating with the bouncer.
Nick coughed, and Baby and I swiveled our heads in his direction. He was
such a meatball that sometimes you could forget he was there.
"Look," he started, trying to play the tough guy, "you two can kiss and
make up later. What did you call me over here for?" He looked at me. "I don't
have all night, you know." He turned and looked at Baby, letting his eyes linger.
"Is someone going to tell me what's going on?" Nick bent and sucked the last
of the ice from his daiquiri. We let him wait until the end of the song.
I leaned over the table, lowering my voice to a whisper, and said, "It has to
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do with," I looked to my left, then right," the mafia." I slid back, wiped my hands
in the air, and picked imaginary lint from my suit. Nick's eyes got big. He
started tapping his foot beneath the table. He put a hand behind one of his ears.
"No shit?"
Baby grinned. Nick was in.
I stopped at the bar to trade the bourbon for a pint of whiskey. Baby led
Nick to the parking lot. The next act came on as I was leaving, a big girl in a
fake Afro with piano keys for teeth. The DJ put on James Brown, and I parted
the velvet curtains as he launched into the opening lines of "Payback." God, I
hate irony.
"Do I get to use my gun?" Nick asked. We were outside, walking toward
Baby's Trans Am. He was over the initial shock, and I was beginning to regret
my decision already. "Are we going to use code names? Where are we going?
It's a heist, right? Is it jewels? Paintings? Do we have a man on the inside? Do
I get to use my gun?"
"Are you sure we need two people for this?" I asked Baby. She laughed,
shaking her head and covering her teeth with her hand.
"It's not funny," I said. But I was laughing, too. We all were.

2.
We slipped into the barn, the key turning the lock smoothly. I tapped out
six numbers on the alarm pad and breathed a sigh of relief. So far, so good.
That's about all the help we were going to get from Critical Bill tonight. Baby
said he paid a rodeo clown for them. Whatever works.
I put a hand out for Nick while my eyes adjusted to the darkness. The only
light came from a series oflow-wattage bulbs recessed high in the rafters, thirty
feet or more overhead. I sniffed the air, changed my mind, and started breathing
through my mouth. The air was heavy with a moist, clinging odor: animals,
fresh hay slopped with water, and the unmistakable smell of shit. All this was
somehow magnified by Nick's cologne.
Why was it the bad stuff never seemed to wear offi It got inside your nose,
built a house, had bad-smelling babies, and made everything you ate taste like
carnations for days after.
I whistled quietly through my teeth, and Nick turned. He was standing off
by a long wall pegged with tools, rope, tackle, and harnesses for the animals.
"Put that shit down," I hissed. Nick hung the whip back on a hook, jingling it against a pair of spurs, then shuffled over to where I stood.
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"What are we looking for anyway?" he asked. "Couldn't we get in trouble
for being here?" He looked up at the birds nesting in the rafters, pulling the
crotch of his pants down and away from his balls repeatedly.
"We're looking for a bull," I said. If Nick survived the next hour without
a slap he'd be luckier than a monkey in a banana factory.
"Dip me in shit, Sonny, I know that. Which one?"
I should never have said anything on the drive over. Nick thought the bull
was guarding a safe.
"A guard bull? I've never heard of one of those."
"Yeah, well, rich people are weird sometimes," I said.
I gulped another lungful of air and took out the slip of paper Baby had
given me along with the key codes. I flipped it around and strained to read her
small, girlish cursive.
"Lemme see," Nick said, making a grab for the paper.
I elbowed him in the breadbasket and he let out a woof, the air rushing
from his diaphragm. He doubled over and wheezed, his head between his
knees.
"Charlie Manson," I said.
"What?" Nick coughed.
"Charlie Manson. That's the bull's name.
"What kind of name is that for a bull?" Nick slowly got back to his feet
and edged out of reach.
How the hell did I know? In the first place, I was hardly what you'd call
an animal lover. A few bad experiences at the petting zoo and an ex-girlfriend
with a curious snake had seen to that.And second, we didn't have time for this.
I looked at my watch. A security guard was scheduled to sweep the area in half
an hour.
"Spread out," I said. "You take that side. I'll go this way. And for god's sake,
be quiet."
We split up. The barn was bigger than it looked. Packing crates, spools of
plastic, fifty-five gallon drums, and spindles of paper half as tall as me stuck out
from the darkness. It must have been some kind of warehouse that was converted for the rodeo. Rusted-out barrels were stacked along the walls next to
gurneys and busted-up slot machines. The concrete floor was covered with tire
treads and a thin layer of dirt. The main section was separated into four aisles.
Thirty-five or forty steel cages had been set up in rows, measuring roughly
twenty by twenty feet and standing six or eight feet high without tops. Inside
were some of the meanest and most expensive bulls on the Professional Rodeo
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Circuit. Most of the big bastards were sleeping, snuffling their bull dreams into
a nice wet pile of hay. A few paced and shat and slapped their thick, ropey tails
against the sides of the cages. I steered clear, getting close enough to read their
names, carefully stenciled on personalized plates that hung on each bull's gate.
There were Henry the 8th , Bodacious, The Houston Solution, Hollywood, Hitman,

Bad Bubba, Dillinger, and Rotten Cotton.
"Nick," I called, trying to keep my voice down. "Nick." No answer. I covered my mouth with my hand and breathed through my fingers. I adjusted the
tranquilizer rifle on my shoulder. It was a custom bore-barreled beauty I'd
picked up in a pawnshop outside Hattiesburg. Lotta use for tranq cannons in
those parts. A guy I met in prison made the darts for me, an Alaskan forest
ranger who got pinched on an indecent-exposure beef. Nice guy.
I checked the time again. If we didn't find Manson soon, any of these
others would have to do. How would Bill ever know? I saw Nick shuffle by at
the other end of the aisle, forty yards away. He had his hand on his crotch again.
I sidestepped a pile of shit. Fucking amateurs.
"Over here." Nick waved an arm. I hurried down the long line of animals.
When I rounded the corner, Nick was standing by a pen that had been pushed
against the rear wall of the barn. A bank of fluorescent bulbs had been dropped
directly over the cage. I stood in the crescent of light and looked over my shoulder.
The rows of cages loomed in the shadows behind me. I shook a bad feeling and
turned back to the emblazoned plaque that read Charlie Manson. Scattered around
the cage were a forklift, several wheelbarrows, pitchforks, and a haystack. There
were also a pair of chairs, some crushed beer cans, and an old radio on the floor.
I noticed an emergency exit beside the wall and made a note of it.
Inside was the biggest animal I think I'd ever seen. His coat was spotted
brown with random patches of white that ran across the underbelly. Battle
scars, I thought.
One horn was broken entirely off, the other was twisted and hooked out
to one side like a bad haircut. His eyes were a shade of black that bordered on
red. Being up close to it was like standing inside the aura of a great, hulking
shadow. Its presence sucked you in and dropped the courage from your
knuckles to your nuts in the span of a single breath.
Charlie Manson paced, snorted, and huffed, blowing warm, earthy cattle
breath in our faces.
"Now what?" Nick asked, but I don't think I heard him. I was staring at
Charlie Manson. And he was staring at me, his head lowered, one massive
cloven hoof hovering above the floor. Then he charged. His flat skull crashed
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against the cage, bending the bars out, sending Nick and me scrambling a good
ten feet into the shadows. Manson turned, blew moisture from his nose and
mouth, and settled heavily in a pile of hay.
"Now what?" Nick asked again.
Son of a bitch must pay, I thought. I explained to Nick what I wanted him
to do. He blinked at me, and I waited for the understanding of what I was
asking to hit him.
It went about like I expected.
"You want me to do what?" Nick said.
"Mafia needs the sperm," I said.
"But ..." Nick protested.
"No buts. Get in the cage, fat boy."
I slung the rifle from my shoulder and shot two darts into Manson's side.
The darts plunged into the bull's flank with a dull, satisfying thud.
"I got these off a forest ranger," I explained. "They use 'em on Kodiak up
in Alaska. It'll knock his ass out cold for twenty minutes," I looked at my watch,
"I think."
"But Sonny," Nick began, "you want me to give a bull a handjob?" I
looked over my shoulder again. Maybe I'd underestimated him. Nick jammed
his hands in his pockets. I was afraid I might have to shoot him and do it all
myself. After several long minutes, he breathed and looked at me, defeated.
"I'll have to get drunk first," he said.
I looked at him for a minute. His arms hung like two traitors at his side
and his pupils were the size of dimes. The sunburn was momentarily gone and
his face looked like he'd been hit by a pair of chalkboard erasers.
I produced a bottle. Nick drank. I took out the vials, the swab, and the pair
of surgical gloves Baby had given me. Everything you need for a night of pleasure with a two-thousand-pound bull.
"I'll be right here," I said as Nick opened the gate and eased into the pen.
Charlie Manson lay on his side, a deep gurgle rumbling from his barrel chest.
I thought I'd give the two some privacy while Nick figured out the mechanics
of his job.
I saw him snake an arm under Charlie's leg and roll the massive pink cock
out into the open. Christ, it was half as long as my arm, and near as thick. Nick
started in. I shuffled from one foot to the other, checking the contents of my
pockets nervously and glancing down the long, quiet aisles of sleeping bulls. A
few minutes later, I caught the motion of Nick's arm from the corner of my
eye, flailing away like a pumpjack in a Texas oilfield. I stifled a laugh, and then
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a gag when I heard Manson sigh, followed by a long, wet hissing, like when
you put water on a tire to find a slow leak. Nick held on, though; tough son
of a bitch held on through it all. I wandered closer, took a pull from the bottle,
and wiped the top with my hand while Nick mechanically filled the vials.
Suddenly, he paused, tucked the vials in his waistband, then emptied his
stomach, booze and peanuts splashing on the hardpacked floor. The stench of
hot bull semen mingled with the smell of the shit, cologne, and bile that Nick
had chucked up. It reminded me of a carton of milk whose expiration date had
just passed.You could snort it and smell it over and over without knowing if it
was good or not. And somehow you felt compelled to stand there with your
nose in that triangle, huffing away until eventually you were pushed to action.
And that's when the doorknob behind the cage jiggled. We both whipped
our heads toward the emergency exit, then immediately back over our shoulders at the endless aisles of cages stacked in the darkness behind us. We'd never
make it without being spotted.
Nick looked at me. He had a little snub-nose pistol in his hand and he
looked scared. His hair was out of place, the shitty comb-over plastered to his
head by bits of hay and dirt, the sweat rolling down his face, glistening in the
light. There was no time for him to climb out of the cage, and he knew it. I
put a hand to my lips, pointed at my watch, and motioned for him to hide.
Nick, God bless him, grabbed the corner of a rubbing blanket from one of the
cage bars, threw it over his head, and hunkered down next to Manson. It was
far from convincing, but something told me a two-thousand-pound hump bull
was far more likely to take someone's attention than a two-hundred-pound
hump under a blanket. I ran behind the sack of hay near the forklift, pulling
my gun and quietly chambering a round. We only had a few minutes before
the tranquilizers wore off. Add another few minutes for a post-coital nap and
then Manson would be ready to stomp some ass. I looked at my watch. If it
took more than five, I'd have to shoot somebody.
The door swung open and a fat man in a crushed gray cowboy hat entered.
He was wearing a bolo tie and had a great big, nickel-plated belt buckle
cinched around his waist that appeared to spell out the word Champ in diamonds. He was followed by a chesty blond with pancake makeup and a bad
perm. They were twenty feet from Nick, twice that from me. The bimbo
looked like a ring girl from the casino fights. She was carrying an empty bottle
of champagne and trying to talk between hiccups.
"Bobby ... hie . .. where's the ... hie . .. bully?" she managed.
Bobby kinda laughed and hitched at his pants. "Well now, darling," he
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drawled. "There's only one stud you came here to see now, iden'er?"
The woman giggled, flopping her hand at the wrist toward Bobby.
"Oh ... hie ... Bobby. It smells." She tilted the empty bottle to her lips and
looked down the barrel, amazed at its emptiness. I shot a glance at Nick under
the blanket. Manson was starting to shift. I took a breath. There had to be a way
out of this that didn't involve punching somebody's ticket.
Bobby found the radio and tuned it to a country music station. He took
the blond and pressed up close, grinding his hips slowly against her and shuffling his boots along the dusty floor. She dropped the champagne bottle and
worked at the enormous buckle, trying to pull Bobby's pants down while he
two-stepped to Jimmie Rogers. Bobby had his head cocked back. The blond's
lipstick was smeared, her hair a tangled pile on her head. Bobby smiled and
looked over his shoulder at the stack of hay in front of where I stood. His front
tooth was chipped, and sweat was rolling off his sex-starved face. I took a step
closer to the wall and looked around. There was no way Nick was going to stay
in that cage much longer. But if he surfaced and they saw his face, we were
sunk, which, by my estimate, would be in the next two or three minutes.
I found a breaker box on the wall and tried to signal Nick. I'm not sure he
saw me, or if he did that he understood. Bobby's pants were around his ankles
now and the blond had his balls cupped in one hand. Bobby yanked on her
arms and lifted her off her feet while trying to step out of his pants. Bad move.
The blond hiccupped. Charlie Manson snorted, lifted his massive head, tried to
stand, then fell over on one side, kicking his legs out toward Nick. Bobby stumbled, one pointed boot caught in his pantleg. It was now or never. I pulled the
lever on the switch box. The lights died. Bobby and the girl whumped down
onto the pile of hay and I leapt over to Manson's cage and flipped the latch on
his gate. Manson bellowed. I could feel his breath and the heat coming off his
body. I grabbed Nick by his shirt collar,jerking him out of the pen and around
the side as Charlie Manson brushed past us. I could hear him lumber and kick
the champagne bottle, then step on the radio. The blond chirped and Bobby
gave a " What the Ju ..." as Nick and I felt our way toward the door. I heard a
snap and a flick, and saw a column of light spring from Bobby's Zippo. His
jowls were momentarily lit up, and I saw the surprise register on his face as
Manson ambled by them. Then the light was snuffed and, pushing through the
emergency door, we found ourselves out in the cool desert air.
We met Baby back at the Double Grind. She was wearing a plaid skirt that
was more skin that cotton and would have gotten you either a job or a jail sen-
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tence in most countries. We drank quickly without saying much. Nick slid the
vials across the bar without being asked.
He looked tired, worn out beyond the night's work he had done. I think
if I saw him now, pushing his bulbous head through the curtain by the door, I
might've had a different opinion of him. He still looked like a dope, with his
sunburned face, his hairy arms and loud jewelry, but there was something in his
eyes and the way he spun his glass of vodka on the table, something hard and
menacing that said, Don't fuck with me; I know the limit and you ain't even close.
I looked past the strippers at Baby, put my hand on top of hers, and smiled.
She crossed her legs, and I felt Nick's jaw hit the table. The bass thumped and
Eddie flipped a page in his paperback. The little train chugged around the stage
and tooted its horn. Some things never change; we were clear of Critical Bill,
for now.
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Shoes
Nicole Chakalis

HE GLANCED AT HIMSELF IN THE
rearview mirror and ran his fingers through his waxed hair to make it stand up
a little more. The hair wax made his hair slightly darker, the color of wet sand,

DON PARKED HIS PICKUP ON THE STREET.

but he liked it that way. As a boy, Don was never comfortable with the fine
blond fuzz of his hair. He thought that and his teal blue eyes made him look
rather girlish.
Don walked around the back of his truck and patted the locked toolbox
where he stored his carpenter tools and shotgun. He took long, quiet strides
up the driveway. His unlaced gym shoes were silent on the pavement. But the
motion-detector lights announced his arrival long before he got to the door.
When Johnny saw the lights from the driveway shining through the windows, he peeked out the curtains and saw Don's truck. Although it was well
after midnight, Johnny was expecting him. Johnny looked through the peephole in the door, saw Don, turned off the security alarm, and checked the
handgun he kept in the waistband of his pull-on pants. He took the safety off
and opened the door.
Johnny sat back down on that silver blue carpet his third wife had to have,
the carpet that covered every inch of the floors throughout the house. He sat
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in the middle of the living room, leaning against the floral-covered sofa in front
of the muted twenty-four-hour CNN showing. The rest of the floor was covered with mail, newspapers, computer disks, coffee cups, and half-drunk vodka
and tonics. He was sipping red wine from a coffee mug and eating chocolate
candy.
Don was there to get his money and instructions. He was going to Mexico
to pick up a shipment of cigars Johnny had purchased on his last trip to Cuba
and left in a storage locker in the Cancun airport.
"Come on in. Wanna beer?" Johnny kept beer for just these occasions,
when his working-class buddies from the South Side stopped by. He would
open two cans and toast the guy, but rarely ever took more than a sip. Russian
vodka, French champagne, cocaine, marijuana, and codeine were Johnny's way
of dealing with life's problems. Beer was too slow and had too many calories.
"Man, this place is a mess!" Don said as he looked around the room.A suit
jacket draped over the back of every chair, four or five pairs of shoes scattered
about, Johnny's briefcase and files spread all over the floor. The room looked
like it had been tossed.
"Listen, men naturally like things spread out on the floor. Anyway, I'm in
flux, trying to make this place my own ... now that that bitch is gone. But I
didn't ask you over here to comment on my housekeeping skills. I want you to
make a little side trip."
Don stood with the can of beer in his hand right in front of the TV
Johnny flapped his arms trying to get Don to move from in front of the screen.
"Listen, as long as you're down there I want you to take this package to
Lilly. I'll pay the ticket to Havana and give you $100 extra and maybe some
cigars when you get back. She keeps whining on the phone, 'Do you love me?'
It's the only thing that girl ever says to me in English, 'Do you love me?' that
and zapatos, zapatos. She wants a pair of shoes and I can't go down for a few
weeks, so you bring her the goddamn shoes. I'm sick and tired of listenin' to
that shit, I want her to say, bring me your dick, not shoes, but she won't say it.
She thinks I'm going to marry her. Do I look like husband material to you?"
Johnny pointed both of his thumbs at his chest. "But I don't want some other
jamook giving her a pair of shoes, if you know what I mean."
"Yeah, I know what you mean."
Johnny reached behind him and grabbed a shoebox off the sofa. "I found
these shoes in my ex-wife's closet, brand-new. She left dozens of pairs still in
the box, never touched, never worn." Johnny showed Don the soles of the
shoes. They were black, silk, open-toed high-heels, with a little, red satin rose
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glued to the tops. The receipt was still in the box. "She left me the way people
leave a motel room,just closed the door behind her. It was weird, you know,
because shoes are fashion to women, they don't just wear them to get around.
But with Latin women shoes are love. They believe when a man is dancing
with a woman, he looks down, and if he sees beautiful shoes, he will fall in
love."
"How am I gonna find her? Havana's a big city."
"She's staying in a room I pay for, in the big yellow building across the
street from the Hotel Nacional. Here's a picture of her."The girl was standing
naked with just her long, curly, hair covering the interesting areas, and what
looked like large, dark nipples, in a poorly lit hotel room. She looked young,
maybe fifteen, with curly hair, full lips, and large, dark eyes like thousands of
Cuban girls. Don reached for the picture, but Johnny pulled it back.
"Just look at it, asshole!" Johnny got up and pushed the shoebox under
Don's arm. "Here! Just put them in your suitcase, and don't call me unless
there's a problem. Oh, and don't let them stamp your passport in Havana.Adios,
you gotta go now, pal." Johnny opened the front door, and Don walked out
with a full beer still in his hand and the box of shoes under his arm.
Don flew out of O'Hare the next morning and arrived in Cancun in time
for lunch. He walked across the inside of the airport from arrivals to departures
and the Cubana Air terminal and booked a seat for the same day. He had some
time to kill so he took a taxi to his favorite bar, an old resort place on the canal
side of town. When Don arrived at the bar everyone seemed very pleased to
see him. They asked about his amigo, Zorro Plata. The silver fox was what all
the Latins called Johnny. Don ate his lunch and drank his way through siesta.
He managed to get himself back to the airport just in time.
Don's plane set down at Jose Marti Airport just as the afternoon rain
ended. As he alighted from the plane the wall of humidity hit him. He got a
peso taxi and directed the driver to Hotel Nacional. The cab let him out at the
bottom of the palm-lined driveway. Unlicensed cabs can't enter the driveway
without fear of arrest, or so the driver told Don.

"Cinco d6lares, por favor."
"Cinco, fat chance!" Don said as he dropped three dollars on the front seat
and got out. He started walking up and down the street looking for a building
with some hint of yellow in the years of peeling paint. There is something
mildly narcotic about the tropical flowers that make up the Cuban air, and it
made everything seem dreamy to Don.
The .streets were crowded. The once-graceful mansions were divided up
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and looked like tenements, with as many as thirty families living in each one. The
buildings were salt-pitted and tumbledown, crumbling into the streets, ahnost all
the windows out. But as he looked more closely Don saw their once glorious past
in the chandeliers that hung in grubby pizza places, in the marble bathrooms with
gold fixtures and no toilet seats or running water. The streets were busy, but it was
as if the people were blind to the decay; no one could see the city slowly falling
down around them. Life went on and the Cubans lived it out on the streets with
music playing everywhere. Don saw a woman with her hand under her skirt
scratching and a girl shaving her legs on the side of a building. When Don looked
at her, the girl smiled. He smelled burning sugar cane in the distance.
Don finally spotted the place. There were several people out front, but none
of them looked like Lilly. He went up to a girl with bleached blonde hair, lips
glossed the color of fresh liver, and asked her if she knew Lilly. The girl pointed
upstairs. Don looked up and saw that the second-floor balconies were decorated
with laundry. He went through the open door, up the stairs to the first floor
apartment; this door was open also. The hall smelled of rotten cabbage.
"2_ Donde esta Lilly?"
An old woman waved him into her apartment. There were three small dogs
lying silently on the floor. They didn't move, didn't even lift their heads to look
at him.
"Don't your dogs bark?"
"Bark?"
"Yeah, woof, woof,' Don made a barking noise.
"No, my babies no bark, siempre calladitos." She motioned to him to sit
down on a torn wicker chair. "Lilly no home. I see her go out. You can wait
here." She offered him a glass of water. "Is hot today, you die in this heat, all I
have water, but is cold."
He shook his head no. The mixture of the woman's cheap perfume and
the smell of the cabbage made him sick to his stomach. He didn't plan on being
there long enough to drink a glass of water. He didn't even know why he was
sitting there at all.
"She'll be back soon; she left her little daughter alone upstairs."
He could tell the old woman just wanted someone to talk to, but he
thought, I might as well wait. It was hot in the street, and he wanted to get this
business of the shoes over with. The woman walked over to a dresser across the
room, selected a picture, and brought it over to him. It was a framed, faded,
color photo of a pretty woman in a ruffled print dress with thick red lips and
dark round eyes.
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"I was beautiful, no?"
"No. I mean yes, very beautiful." He looked into the woman's face trying
to see what resemblance she had to the girl in the photo. He asked her if the
man in the picture was her husband.
"Yes, but he is dead. He was a good man and a great hero for the revolution, we believed. Now I live here alone, nothing but old dreams, whores, and
pimps. I'm happy he didn't live to see what is Havana now." She asked Don
where he was from and why he came to this place.
"I have something for Lilly."
"Leave it with me, I told you, she went out with her boyfriend. He is not
from here, he's not Cuban. He is light, much lighter than her. She never goes
out with Cubans. She's always out running the streets, leaving that girl alone,
like now. No problemo, you leave that package with me, I give it to her. Lilly
gets gifts from all the pepes. But I'm the one who gets the canned milk for that
baby. I worry if she ever gets someone to marry her, she will leave the baby
upstairs and never come back." Someone was shouting down the stairs in
Spanish.
"jCallate fea vieja!" The woman lowered her voice, so as not to be overheard.
"Someone is up there, maybe her sister. You better leave that package
with me."
"I think I'll just go up and see for myself," Don said. The woman shrugged
her shoulders, closed her eyelids lightly, and shuffled over to the rattan sofa with
the split vinyl cushions.
"It's two more floors up," she said. As he passed the second-floor landing,
that apartment door was also open. Don glanced at the man sitting just inside
the door. The man jerked his thumb upward indicating that what he was
looking for was farther up. When Don got up to the third floor, the door was
ajar. He knocked and called out, "Lilly, Lilly."The door came open. He walked
in and saw a girl with long legs wearing orange cut-off stretch pants and a blue
floral Spandex half-shirt. As he looked her up and down he noticed a small dish
of sugar and a little plastic statue of a shirtless man on crutches standing on the
floor next to the door.
"iDonde esta Lilly?" he began.
"Lilly no aqu{. i Que quieres?" the girl said.
"Shit, I don't speak much Spanish, you gotta slow down, honey. My name
is Don, I have a package for Lilly."
"You wait here."
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The girl disappeared. Don thought, I could wait a few more minutes. Before
he could decide should I stay or should I go, the girl returned in bikini panties,
topless. She was quite a sight, her nipples like giant Hershey Kisses, and the
urge to suckle was overwhehning. He thought, This is some family.
"l Te gusta?"
"Oh ya, I like it all right," and before Don knew it, they were screwing on
the bare floor. He had stepped towards her and leaned in for a kiss. She grabbed
hold of his head with her hands and pulled him closer. She kissed him hard and
let her hands run down his back and up under his shirt, digging her nails into
his skin. She started biting his lip and then his face. He looked into her eyes
and shook his head no. She laughed a little and bit him hard on the neck. He
pushed her away and said, "Stop!" She looked at him and then bit even harder
and dug her nails in deeper. Don raised his hand as if to hit her. She smiled and
bit him hard on the shoulder.
Don slapped her across the face. "Stop!"
She closed her eyes for a second, kissed him, and then bit his lip. He could
feel the warm, salty blood in his mouth. She smelled of rose water. He pushed
her up against the wall and smacked her good. Her head hit the wall. She shivered and then came in close and started licking his face, her breath like licorice
candy. They rolled to the floor, she pulling at his pants and scratching his legs.
Don was hooked. He wanted to do it again before he even finished. But after
a few moments of sweating and catching their breath, she was up, still naked,
asking for the shoes. Don was still on his back in a puddle of sweat on the
linoleum floor. Finally he stood up and pulled on his pants.
She wanted the shoes. He thought, Oh shit, I can't give the sister the shoes,
Johnny will be pissed.
"Wait, how did you know this is shoes?" He waved the package in front of
her as he zipped up.
"Lilly say a package come with shoes. You give me shoes."
"Listen, I'll give you $20 to buy shoes." She didn't like it.
"No, estes zapatos para mi."
"OK, OK, you give these shoes to Lilly, and I give you $50 American now."
She liked this idea better.
"Here are the shoes, make sure you give them to Lilly, they're from Zorro
Plata, tu sabes? Do you know him? Well, he'll be pissed off if Lilly doesn't get
these shoes," he told her as he held the fifty dollars above her head just out of
her reach.
"When Zorro come Cuba? He marry Lilly?"
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" I don't know. Do you want the money or no?"
" S{, s{, y z apatos para Lilly," she said as she pulled on a short cotton robe.
Don gave her the fifty-dollar bill and she walked him down to the street. She
smiled and asked him in English, "Do you love me?"
He certainly had heard that before, but this time it had a strange familiarity
that put a slight shiver down his spine. He started to walk away and then turned
and asked her, ''i~Como se llama?"
She whispered, "Lilly," as she waved and disappeared back into the darkened hallway.
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Jacob, the Frog Boy
Ryan Sinon

I AM JACOB. THE FROGS RESTED IN THE AQUARIUM. INSIDE WAS A WARM YELLOW

lamp, the only light source in Miss Hermansen's office at the moment, which
caused the frogs' moist skin to gleam. In the corner, the plastic, adult-sized
skeleton cast a crooked shadow along the wall where the Periodic Table of
Elements hung, dusty and torn. For a moment I stood in the doorway. I could
hear a hum from someplace, on the other side of the wall or from somewhere
far below me, in the basement of the school, perhaps. It smelled like chemicals,
it smelled like Bunsen burners, it smelled sickening. Footsteps pattered distantly, echoing through the hallways. I didn't worry, though.The school day was
ended. No one knew I was here. Not even Miss Hermansen. Tomorrow, dissection of the frogs was to take place during seventh-period biology. It was my
plan to prevent this. Saving them was why I was here.
I didn't know how much time I had before she'd return. Maybe none at
all. There was no guarantee that she'd be gone long enough for me to smuggle
them all out. I approached the aquarium. Inside, the frogs lay, piled one on top
of another, basking in the warmth of the lamp's bulb. My own shadow
stretched back, thrown across the floor and wall, painting its black shape into
the room. Altogether, there were twenty-seven frogs, one for each of the stu-
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dents in my class. None of them moved,just rested. As a group they appeared
as a beach of small green pebbles, the kind made for skipping across water,
smooth and oval.
Removing the wire-meshed lid from the aquarium was easy enough. A
few of the frogs blinked and shifted because of this, but not a single one hopped
or even croaked.
I debated on how to make my first move. I had only one real option, to
use my hands. Carefully I reached inside the aquarium making sure not to
startle the frogs. The air in the aquarium was different because of the lamplight,
humid; it was perhaps even tropical. Beads of sweat formed instantly across my
hand while a smell like wet bark crawled up into my nose. Besides their
breathing, the frogs remained still. I uncurled my fingers, palm up, as though
gesturing to have my hand held. Because of the nearby bulb my face began to
heat up, and I caught my reflection in the aquarium's glass, glowing with
harshly cut shapes of shadow near my eyes.
The first frog padded onto my hand, his webbed toes tickling all the way
to the very center of my palm, where he rested and waited. It was as though
he'd been trained to perform the trick. None of the other frogs followed or
even moved, only this one. Lifting my hand out of the aquarium back into the
cooler air of the office lab, I brought the amphibian up to eye-level. He was a
deep forest green, with a black stripe that spiked along his backside. His eyes
were black like small glass balls of ink, and I saw a membrane there, a thin shield
against the cooler air. Against my palm, I could feel the rhythmic breathing of
his tiny white belly. I imagined his heart, small and red and full of pumping
blood, sending it into the pink muscles of his body. Removed now from the
aquarium, he was but a tiny green skipping stone.
We looked eye to eye. He blinked a few times. With my middle finger I
rubbed just between his eyes, right on top of his head. His breathing slowed to
a steady rhythm, his eyes remained fixed open, his nostrils flared less widely. I
had hypnotized him. Just last month I had seen someone perform the trick on
a television program. Rub between their eyes, just on top of the head, and it
lulls them, puts them into a trance. I held him closer and noticed my own face
reflected in his eyes.
I popped the frog into my mouth. Popped him inside with just a flick of
the wrist and fingers, as though he were a butterscotch candy or a breath mint.
Surprisingly, he was not slimy at all but rough, textured, and warm, with tiny
bumps that I felt across my tongue and the roof of my mouth. He tasted like
nothing at all. I could smell him, a rich dirt smell, like fresh rain or an overgrown
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garden. Filling my mouth, his beating belly pattered against my tongue. In the
darkness I held him there, for only a moment, and then I began to swallow.
With all of my muscles working together, I tried to force him down. He
wouldn't go. Panic seized me. He stretched my esophagus to its limit, extended
the tissues so much that I immediately gagged, the reflex kicking the frog back
up. No! He had to go down. I decided to focus on the act of swallowing, and
to remove the idea of gagging from my thoughts completely. It was difficult.
Straining my throat muscles, I gurgled, spattered, and sucked the small creature
down. The noises that came out of me were wet, like the slow release of suction. My throat bubbled and the frog slid down like a wad of wet paper towels.
All the way down, past my lungs and heart. I tracked the sensation of his
journey until he reached the lonely darkness of my belly.
The second frog went down more easily. I gagged, but not as much as with
the first. Again, though, he crept onto my palm, as though he knew it was his
time. I hypnotized him, popped him in my mouth, closed my lips, and down
the gullet he went. The sensation was nauseating. A flutter in my stomach sent
a tremor upwards, all the way to the tip of my tongue. Silently waiting for their
turn to come, the other frogs simply sat and blinked. On and on I went.
Before too long, I lost track of how many I'd swallowed. There were also
periods when I'd completely forgotten Miss Hermansen and the danger of
being caught in the act. I had no idea what she'd think, seeing her student swallowing frogs. Or perhaps the initial shock of my actually having snuck into her
office would anger her too much to even notice anything else. Nevertheless she
drifted in and out of my mind, her narrow face and eyes floating like a
phantom in and out of focus, as though she were being projected on a film strip
against the back of my brain. The frogs kept sliding. I could feel them, floating
deep down, swimming about. There were living things inside me now. Living
and breathing things far inside my gut.
Shifting my weight I felt the change in my body. My insides sloshed and
the mass of frogs rocked with my movements. They felt solid. Soon the bottom
of the aquarium was visible, revealing a fake wooden log and some stones.
When there were only three frogs left I nearly vomited. A rumbling shook my
bowels and intestines and then it climbed up past my heart and lungs. It took
a tremendous effort to force it down, to snuff it out completely.
I gave a name to the last frog. I named him Harold, explained to him that
it was a good name, an intelligent name, hypnotized him, and down he went.
My gag reflex had disappeared, at least for the time being.
Once Harold disappeared past my tonsils I reattached the lid of the
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aquarium for no particular reason and left Miss Hermansen's office, closing the
door behind me. I was now back in the biology classroom. Near the chalkboard, Miss Hermansen's coffee steamed in its mug at the corner of her desk,
a sign that she had planned to return.
Suddenly she appeared, as though I'd willed her presence. The doorway
framed her hunched form, while she emitted a stuffy smell, an odor that was
exclusively hers. The lines of her neck rose and fell like miniature hills and valleys. Perched upon the tip of her pyramid-shaped nose was a pair of bifocals,
holding a delicate beaded necklace that had always reminded me of a rosary.
Done up in its usual bun, her hair was pulled back tightly to her scalp. Just as
tight were her conservative clothes, each layer of fabric secured into place with
choking clasps and buttons. On her feet she wore solid, square-toed black
shoes, the kind associated with old women and pilgrims. She spoke in accentuated tones, ending all of her sentences with a sharpness. "Jacob," she said, "just
what exactly are you doing here?"
Rattling through my brain, I searched its libraries for a lie, a good lie, one
that would buy me my freedom, but nothing came. Frogs croaked long groans
in my mind and confused me. Sweat and nerves clouded my sense of reason. I
could only imagine how red my face had become. She'd know, I thought! She'd
read the signs and know something was up! My mind raced, and then, I
decided to run. "Run!" said some voice inside me, "Run!" Was it the frogs? Did
they speak now, speak through me? I plunged past Miss Hermansen, clipping
her left side. Even as a twelve-year-old, I was taller than her. I knocked her
down hard. I hadn't meant to. I had only meant to escape, to run from her and
the classroom. Flailing outwards, her skinny arms reached for something to
grab but there was nothing to support her. Upon impact with the tiled floor,
a painful huff of air burst from her. I didn't look back. I ran. We ran. The frogs
and I tore off down the hall and the weird weight inside my stomach flopped
and splashed all the way.
Things went blurry for a while. A violin solo could be heard from one of
the distant orchestra rooms, traveling up through the vents of the school. It was
a rapid song, a sort of haunting dance that rose and fell in strange rhythms. It
flowed through my brain and ears, swam around with the frogs inside me. I
nearly toppled down the back stairs having little control of my own
momentum. The doors were near. The sunlight hit me hard in the face, but the
light did little to warm my skin. Outside the air was cool, and I felt the chill in
my lungs.
I thought about Miss Hermansen. I wondered if I'd hurt her. I could easily
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have broken a bone or many bones, she was old enough to be brittle like that.
I was sorry for having knocked her down. I thought about my mother. She had
to be wondering where I was since I hadn't gotten off the bus at my usual time.
The light was low in the sky. My shadow was behind me, stretched and pulled
back along the wet crisp grass.
Running.Then walking. Clouds of breath curled from my mouth and collected before my eyes. A veil of fog hung in the air. There was a breath of wind,
the veil lifted, and suddenly I was at the swamp.
A river funneled down and then opened up into a deep marsh. Dead or
nearly dead trees grew out of the muck and mud of the land; their chalky white
trunks left flakes of dust upon my fingertips when touched. Entangling root
systems twisted from the ground like knotted snakes. Long reeds and brushy
grasses swayed gently, and occasionally an aching branch could be heard
groaning. I came to the bridge that overlooked the river to the east and the
swamp to the west.
Looking over into the waters I realized that it would be a cold swim for the
frogs. I tried remembering the television program. Had they mentioned the climates that frogs lived in? I then remembered the yellow aquarium lamp. It had
been warm. Well, I thought, they'll just have to bear it. The bridge was simple
without a railing, crudely constructed oflong wooden planks. Craning my neck
over the edge, I caught my own reflection looking back in the dark water.
Before I began, I peered off into the thick woods. For a moment I thought
I caught sight of some animal. A large shadow passed between the trees and
then disappeared. The autumn air caught in my chest, sent a shudder down into
me, to the core, to the center where the frogs stirred. They knew it was time. I
reached back into my throat with my index and middle fingers, slowly, sliding
my fingertips back and then pressing down hard on my tongue. The soft wet
tissues in my throat collapsed and expanded. To say it was a tickle would be
wrong, more of a flutter. I felt a rumbling inside, the living creatures burbled
and bubbled in my stomach. A rank odor belched up out of my throat, passed
through my nostrils, tasting thick and foul. Before the burp could even escape
from my mouth I felt the first of the frogs creep up the tunnel of my esophagus. For a single moment the frog became stuck near my heart, kicking and
squirming. It was for only a moment though, and then he continued up and
up and up until he poked his head at the back of my throat, blinked perhaps,
and with a forceful heave, I vomited him from my mouth. I never saw him,
only felt the frog leap from my tongue as though it were a diving board, his
legs rocketing him off into the cool autumn air, and down he fell, past the
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bridge and into the nearby waters with a plunking splash. I looked quickly, but
saw only a vague shadow pass below into the brown murky depths . After that
they came in a roar.
From inside me I felt an expansion of movement. Like a bursting star, the
frogs swelled in my stomach and pushed two three four five at a time. They
blasted up and then out from my mouth, a fountain of green skin and speckled
backs. I heard them croaking, all of them, hiccupping and clicking their throats
while passing up through my own. Some became stuck in my cheeks and
would then wiggle their way out with the passing flood. Some smacked my
teeth or became caught against my lips. If I made any noise I could not hear
it. For a time the frogs continued their spewing and I began to wonder when
it would stop. Had I really swallowed this many? My stomach was shrinking, it
seemed, and in turn it felt as though my entire body was shrinking.
A lightness took hold of me, almost weightlessness, or what I imagined
weightlessness to feel like. The sensation lifted me. I teetered, and then the
absolute momentum of the frogs pouring from my mouth pulled me, yanked
at my neck and shoulders, and then, at last, it wrenched me completely forward
from the very middle of my body. Down I went with them.
The drop was filled with distance. I waited for the water. I waited for the
biting chill, the bath of ice. Would it choke me? Would the water flood my
body, fill the emptiness that the frogs had left? Even during the fall the frogs
still came though. They spilled from my mouth and drifted through the air
with me.
My fingertips touched the water first, and then my elbows and head, and
soon I was under, submerged and floating. I was surrounded completely,
drifting alone through the river's darkness.
The boy opened his eyes. Beneath the surface, the muddy water swirled
before his eyes. No more frogs came. They had all left him. He watched the last
of them swim off with pumping legs, until they were swallowed up by the water's
sepia haze, off into the strange underworld of the river. His empty stomach
caused a feeling of hollowness, as though he could be broken by the wind.
Happy now, the boy paused for a moment, content with himself. It's done,
he thought. They are saved. He smiled slightly, and drifted. For some reason the
surface of the water never came. He knew that the river wasn't very deep, so it
confused him when he was unable to climb out onto a muddy bank. After a
time he felt as though he didn't need air and wasn't sure if his lungs were filling
with water, or if the frogs had left his body feeling slightly disjointed. He won-
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dered about Miss Hermansen once again, and then his mother. What would she
say when he finally came home dripping in mud? The current pulled him. I
must be moving towards the swamp, he thought.
But the swamp never came, and still there was no sign of the surface, or the
bottom of the river, or the muddy riverbank. There was only water, ever-darkening water. The translucent cloudiness eventually turned opaque and then
almost black. Not completely black, though; even here, he thought, the
shadows were attractive and had some color to them. He decided to just float,
to see where the river would take him. Eventually, he thought, I'd have to come
to a shore. But no shore came and his feet never found the river's bottom. He
just drifted, flying along the water's currents, flying with every vibration and
ripple, every push and pull, every swirl and crest, and he thought about the
frogs, and his mother, and the bridge, and finally, about Miss Hermansen, and
wondered if she had found the empty aquarium yet.
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Everyone's Made of Molecules
Joe De ir

You COULD HEAR BUGS QUIETLY SNEEZING BEHIND THE THICK RED CURTAINS
hung from the sidewalls of the darkened little theater, the curtains, thick,
crimson, and velvety, like something you'd see in a high-class whorehouse in
some movie, red like a bishop's cape, vibrating, shivering, and rippling with the
steady rattlesnake hiss of the ventilation system. Behind these curtains, every
four seconds or so you'd hear the mild, kazoo-like sneeze of mosquitoes, flies,
fleas, and microscopic mites. It was pretty fucked up, and annoying too. This
was the FFADD (Fire Fighters Against Driving Drunk) presentation in our
high school's little theater-"Catch the FFADD: Sobriety! " said the colorful
posters and T-shirts, featuring rosy-cheeked NHS twats with toothy asshole
smiles, raising big thumbs aloft looking like the stupid, fucking fuckheads that
they were.
It was called the little theater, even if it was our only theater.The larger auditorium had been pummeled from outer space by a fucking comet three
months prior. You might've seen it on the news . No shit, man. A fucking
comet. What are the fucking odds on that one? No injuries were reported, but
it did leave a crater in the floor of the old auditorium the size of a small trampoline, and a vague sulfuric stench, not unlike the after-smell of a lighted book
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of matches throughout our school's halls for weeks and weeks.
So the little theater was dark, except for the exit sign to the right of the
stage. Gruesome pictures, in vivid color, of nights gone wrong-a car smashed,
wrecked, ravaged bodies of teens, shattered glass, mutilated and bent stop signs
bowing on car hoods like subservients, cars and lives totaled, over, dead, gone,
fucked, Daddy's beamer smashed for eternity-were shown on a large screen.
The projection booth was behind us; you could look up and see the beautiful
multicolored stream of light loaded with dust mites swirling in minor chaos,
leading to the hideous, bloody, screwed-up pictures. What a fucked-up slide
show. I mean we get the point, right? Don't drink and drive-whatever. I get it.
I sat towards the front in an aisle seat, next to Jamie Dee whose legs
twitched rapidly, and fingers tapped on the arm of her theater seat, like there
was an invisible calculator there and she was swiftly doing urgent arithmetic or
something. She smelled like watermelon perfume. Earlier that day she'd bought
some acid from this security guard at our school: Mr. Belvedere, a stout, nonecked, muscular black guy who wore pinstriped short-sleeved dress shirts and
sold drugs to students.
"Don't be takin' this fuckin' shit in school," he'd said, pointing his index
finger like a gun into Jamie Dee's face with his left hand, while dropping two
tabs into her frail, cupped hand with his right. He had a nasty scar shaped like
a rugged Z on the back of his hand. He looked quickly down the Lysoled
linoleum halls, paranoid, turning his whole body to keep an eye out for suits,
school administrators. Jamie jabbed her middle finger into the cupped hand
that held the tabs of acid, picking one up with the moisture on her finger,
scowled, stuck the middle finger into her mouth, sucked on it, then extended
the slippery, sucked-on finger towards Mr. Belvedere's face, all like fuck-you
style. Then she burped, gently pounded her chest with a small fist, and said,
"Pardon me," in this sort of Mary Poppins kind of way. The lights flickered, and
way down the hall you could hear lockers slamming. She handed me my tab
and I took it reluctantly. It tasted like nothing.
Jamie Dee was self-destructive, despite herself. But what do you want?What
with the corpse of her dead grandma rotting in her trailer home, and it being
only a matter of time before the proper authorities found out, and she, with no
sane relatives left in this fucked-up world, became a ward of the state, and who
knows what kind of deviants they'd stick her with if that happened, right?You
see some crazy shit about foster families on TV. Once that stench became
noticeable, some nosy do-gooder would call the fuzz, and it would be over. I
was the only one who knew about it. We were dating, sort of. Maybe. I don't
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know. We kissed in front of my house in my Cavalier a bunch of times. We
weren't like ... going steady. It's not the fucking fifties, ya know? But could you
blame me for taking drugs with her? Really? If you can, well, then fuck you.
Being high during a presentation on random, gruesome death ain't no big
thing. Not for those of us who grew up on dancing-raisin commercials and
video games. Hallucination's barely noticeable in our society. Besides those
sneezing bugs behind the red curtains, of course. Their sneezes sounded like
minor bugle calls. I wished they'd shut the hell up already, 'cause they were
tweaking me out, making me antsy. Everything dark, dim, dark, not light,
except for the stage and busted-up cars flickering on the screen like dehydration desert visions. My theater-style seat inhaled and exhaled rudely, and I took
in sour-smelling air of dust, watermelon perfume, and unwashed teenagers.
"My grandma's dead," Jamie Dee said, then giggled. I knew this already. I'd
seen the stiff, gray corpse earlier that morning.
"I knew that," I said. Jamie had found her dead last night, dead and gray
from natural causes on the couch, lying with drool on her wrinkled chincold, cold, freezing cold, and dead.
"How'd she die?" I asked.
"Her heart stopped beating."
"But how?"
"She got hit by a plane."
"What color?"
"Burgundy, I think."
"That sounds logical," I said. "But how did she die?"
"I shot her."
"Why?"
"For mouthing off," she said.
I laughed. "Serves the bitch right," I said. Jamie laughed, and covered her
teeth with two pale fingers, one of these high-pitched, squeaky, girly type laughs.
I could feel eyes on us, clawing at the backs of our necks; their stares itched.
I kept forgetting to notice the guest speaker: a guy whose doughy flesh,
under the phosphorescent spotlight, looked like wadded-up bars of Irish
Spring soap, with dust-colored hair, gentle eyebrows, and a bushel of nose hair
visible from ten yards away. He wore a FFADD shirt under a suit coat. He was
one of these total fucking pervert-type old guys whose voice reminded me of
a Molotov cocktail. But, remember, I was high.
"And you kids, I know how you are," he said from behind the wood-colored podium, slamming a fist down authoritatively, dictator-style, like Hitler or
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something. "Let's go out listening to our rap-music tapes and drive around
drunk on the forty-ounce bottles of beer, while having our premarital sex,
right? Well, here's a couple of kids who thought that way, too." I heard a click
and a picture of a blonde girl in a prom dress covered in dried blood, her skull
ripped off the top of her poor head, was shown on the big screen. Everyone
gasped.You could see her brain. It made me cringe. I thought about how everything that defines your reality is really just a plop of flesh in your skull. Then I
laughed out loud. It was hilarious to think about. I looked over my shoulder
and saw Mr. Belvedere shift and shoot me a scowl from the back of the theater
where he stood with giant arms across his massive self, short and muscular like
an overgrown midget.
"What are you looking at?" Jamie Dee asked. She pulled at her lower lip.
"Belvedere."
"He won't do nothing. Wanna see something?" Jamie opened her leopardprint purse and pulled out something metal. I first thought: Jesus, giant metal
insect fangs, where'd you get those?
"What are those for?"
"Pliers, fool."
"For what?"
"You don't wanna know. It's not the time to speak on it." I had thoughts,
remembering that all these years my face had been made of molecules. It made
me smile.
"Wait. I do want to know. What are they for?"
"Well, Grandma has jewelry."
"So?"

"So, I ain't gonna steal her wedding ring. That's immoral, Jimmy. She
should be buried in that. I'm just gonna yank a few diamonds out of it and
pawn them so I got enough money to get the fuck out of town."
"Will you write me?"
"Probably not. You're better off without me. Look at you." I looked at
myself, concentrating on my hands especially. I looked at the gray floor, the rippling red curtains. I couldn't see me being worse off. My parents would be sad,
but I could write them. They might understand.
"The floor is sort of freaking me out," I said. The floor hummed at me in
an off-key sort of way.
"No,Jimmy, look at you. Like, you got a good thing going.You don't have
to leave."
"What?"
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"You have a chance to be good, man.You're lucky, sort of." I thought about
my brother whenever anyone said I was lucky. Jamie Dee knew me well
enough to know this. "I mean, your parents are OK ... and ... well, I think
you're gonna do great things, Jim. I mean it. You don't need me around. I'm
bad luck. One day, when you're doing great things years from now, I'll track
you down and say, 'I told you so."'
"What are you gonna do?"
"Work at Denny's, maybe."The speaker walked down the aisles towards us;
he carried a cordless microphone. He walked with good posture and robotic
movements.
"But where are you gonna live?"
"On the coast maybe," she said. She didn't say which coast. I didn't ask. It
didn't seem important. My spine tickled while I shifted around in my seat. My
stomach felt crazy, the way stomachs feel when you reach the top of a very tall
roller coaster.
"Remember when Slash goes outside the church and plays his guitar in
that 'November Rain' video? He misses Axl, 'cause that chick stole him and
married him. He's sad. Then the girl is killed by raindrops, and the cake gets
ruined."
"What does that have to do with anything?"
"I feel like that right now."
"You're high.That's why."There was a long silence between us.The speaker
sounded like adults in Charlie Brown cartoons: there were sounds coming from
his mouth that just didn't sound like English or even human, for that matter.
"I don't want you being a virgin too long, Jimmy. I'm leaving soon. Do
you want to do something about it, or what?" She clawed at her eyebrow and
looked swiftly around the theater. I wondered what she was seeing, hearing,
feeling, where this was coming from.
"With your grandma lying dead on the couch?"
"We won't do it on the couch, you goofball.We can use the bedroom, close
the door ... you can't really smell her ... yet." That was the least romantic thing
you could hear any girl say who wants to take your virginity. This wasn't how
I thought it would happen. It seemed wrong. Wrong. Wrong. Wrong. Evil and
wrong.
"OK," I said, then the guest speaker was on us out of nowhere. Tall and
smelling of English Leather cologne, gum disease, and coffee breath, on us with
his big, porous, stupid, pervert face and cheap-ass shit brown Sears suit coat.
"And you, young lady. Do you know the end of this sentence: Boozers are
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_____ ?" he asked, as he shoved the microphone under Jamie Dee's nostrils. She looked at this guest speaker of ours with utter contempt, gray eyes
burning into his soulless fucking face.
"You don't know, honey? The answer is: losers. You didn't know that, little
lady. Oh, jeez, you better marry rich, sweetie pie," he said. Some people
laughed-most cringed, embarrassed for him and for Jamie.You could feel the
room clench like a stomach. I wanted to fucking kill him. She lived her whole
life poor and unlucky. Why does she need to hear some jackass guest speaker
giving her life advice. Didn't he know we were on acid? Didn't he know that
she had to leave town? That her grandma was dead?
"I bet you beat off to those fucking slides, don't you?" Jamie Dee said,
leaning into the microphone. The theater gasped as one. There were some
broken half-laughs from the back of the theater. Then, like a blur, Belvedere
was on us. He grabbed Jamie Dee and me by the forearms with his cold hands,
and lugged us up from our seats with a quick jerk, then dragged us out of the
theater. Down the aisle. Past the cheerleaders and honors students, skaters and
huggers, fuck-ups and ticking time bombs. Some people clapped, probably the
fuck-ups or idiots, or maybe that one retarded kid. It doesn't really matter.
Some looked teary-eyed from watching the slideshow. They were all made of
molecules, I thought. All the same. All the same. We're all the same 'cause we're
made of molecules. I could see their ugly faces; they were all the same, and I
hoped to God I never saw them again, even though I knew I would.
Mr. Belvedere walked behind us down the halls, past gray lockers that
looked like vertical caskets, and crappy water fountains that hardly gave you any
water and you didn't want to use 'cause you'd probably get mono or some shit.
His wingtips clacked behind us.
"I told you notta be takin' that fuckin' shit in school." We were quiet, then
laughed.
"Come on, you know it was funny," I said. He laughed in a wheezy sort of
way and then looked down at the floor like he'd suffered great personal loss,
and held his thumb and pointer finger on opposite sides of his temple. His Zshaped scar looked awesome as it pulsed in the artificial light of the hallway. He
lifted his head up and looked at us with bloodshot eyes.
"You lucky they weren't any teachers in there. Sheeit ... l'ma give you
anotha chance. You gonna be on early dismissal today. Go home. Say whateva
you wont. I just don't need to be getting fired."
"OK," Jamie Dee said. She turned to me and said, "Such a noble, kindhearted drug dealer we have."
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"I concur," I said.
We went outside and squinted our eyes at the brilliant sun. All the cars
shone, even the ones that shouldn't. Everything was more defined. Being on
acid doesn't make you hallucinate so much as to make everything super-real. I
drove Jamie Dee home, to her dead grandma lying on the couch, drove her
home to give her my virginity while her grandma lay unconcerned with
everything and we still tripped, high, scared. While I drove, Jamie grabbed my
thigh and did this tickling thing with her middle finger, right near my business.
I could still hear the sneezing of bugs but didn't care no more.
Dead bodies smell a little like Dumpster juice--Dumpster juice, cough
syrup, and vomit too. She hadn't been dead too long-like, a day, but that's too
long for me. In the trailer she lay, gray, rigid, a frail right hand dangling from
the plastic-covered couch. She wore a nasty brown sweater with lint balls all
over it and gray pants. Her wig was off, and you could see her skull underneath
the fuzz of hair she did have. Her eyes were closed-thank God. This is how
we die. All of us made of molecules. Looking at those mismatched eyes
would've sent me over the edge. I would've gone crazy forever and ever, one
of those guys covered in filth, jabbering to themselves on city streets. I closed
my eyes and imagined her jumping up, grabbing me by the T-shirt, and saying,
"I know what you're doing and I don't approve ... don't worry, sonny, you'll
get yours one day, everyone does."
Jamie Dee walked delicately, swinging her hips gently, directly to the bedroom to the right of the front room. I followed, in a sort of slow, soft-footed
way. The walls of the bedroom were wood-paneled. She closed the door, sat on
the edge of the bed, and sighed. The bed had all these colorful handknit blankets on it; there were also embroidered pillows with kitty cats on them at the
top of the bed. This was her grandma's bedroom. It smelled like a grandma.
Behind the bed was a painting in a wood frame of an old-time ship. Jamie Dee
had slept in this bed last night, 'cause grandma had rudely gone and died on
the couch where she usually slept.
I sat down at the opposite edge of the bed. Nervous. My heart beat bongostyle against the inside of my chest, and my lungs felt full of unknown juices. I
had cool sweat all over my body.
"We don't have to do this," I said, fidgeting around with my hands, yanking
my thumb, then cracking my knuckles. I reached into my pants pocket now
and then to feel at this condom Dirk had given me.
"I want to," she said.
"Oh."
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"Don't you?"
I paused. "Yeah, I guess I do."
"I'm still leaving,Jim.Just so you know. I don't want you trying to come
with me. You have to promise that you won't, and you have to mean it when
you say it ... mean it like you mean it." I imagined her grandma in the front
room of the trailer jumping up and peeking in the keyhole. We're all just made
of molecules. Her grandma's pile of molecules just happened to be dead. I
paused and sighed. I loved Jamie Dee. I had a feeling the sky was made of
velvet.Youthful realization flowed through my veins. The worst realization of a
young man's life: you can't be doing it all the time.And the girls that don't drive
you mad, but instead make you glad to be alive for the brief time that you are
alive, even between rigorous bouts of doing it, are few and far between and that,
that's what's called love.
"I know. I won't," I said. She looked at me, tilted her head to an angle,
looking at me like she'd just discovered me. I looked at the frostbite burns on
her thin arms. I had that condom Dirk gave me in my hands. I forgot it was
there. I leaned in to kiss her. The closer she got the more I could smell her
watermelon perfume, like Jolly Ranchers.
I don't like to kiss and tell, except to say that it was awkward and beautiful
and horrible and perfect. That you forget all along that girls are made of flesh
and bone, that they have a heartbeat you can feel when naked torsos are pressed
together and things are real and clear and infinite and death isn't even thought
about. That being naked and in motion with someone else is a little odd
feeling. It felt weird, her cold, thin fingertips tickling up and down my naked
spine, goosebumps up and down my backbone, eye contact was made. Her eyes
were sad and happy, scared, and fearless. In the end you're just doing it because.
Because, that's what people end up doing. And I'm no different,just a batch of
molecules doing what molecules do. The condom felt alien on me like some
sort of surgical equipment. It's supposed to be this big deal, but all I felt was
sorrow. There are things in this world more embarrassing than sex-tons of
things. Like thinking of Jamie Dee alone in the world, on the road, and me
knowing that she ain't tough. She ain't weak. She's just vulnerable. Like
everyone else. Thinking how she doesn't have to be alone.
Later we were clothed, sitting on the edge of the bed. Someone in the
trailer next door was barbequing, you could smell it. A quiet was heard that
wasn't awkward,just there. I was just enjoying being near someone for the last
time and knowing it was the last time. Jamie Dee leaned in and kissed me
gently on the cheek. It felt more beautiful than sex. It did, really.
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"You're the only one who was ever nice to me," she said very softly. Her
eyes were gray and wet and sad. Her hands shook. The ceiling fan batted
around the raw stench of sex and death. "Be good, OK, Jimmy?" I nodded. "I
know you will. Goodbye. I love you, dude," she said. Her voice cracked. She
looked out the rectangular side window at nothing and sighed. Crows cawed.
Cars beeped and burned rubber outside on the busy street. Someone's TV was
playing a show with canned laughter next door.
I wanted to say I love you, I'll miss you, or some lame soap-opera shit like
that. I wanted her to understand. But instead I walked out the bedroom door,
past her grandma's stiff wasted corpse, and out the side door, and felt like a factory cloud in the cool blue sky. The people you love are always leaving. The
people you love are never reliable.
It's probably the last time I'll ever see her, and I'll probably spend the rest
of my life justifying her loving me, justifying her picking me of all people. I
mean, just 'cause I'm really no one. I shouldn't be telling you any of this,
though. It's none of your fucking business, really. I guess I did 'cause I thought
you should know. Jamie Dee, she's not the type of person people make TV
shows about. I think I should just stop talking now. I think I will; it's not helped
me out too much. So this is it. I'm probably done talking now, forever, I swear.
I mean, she's gone now, and maybe I'm just lucky to have gotten to know
someone that most people just look at.
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Mulatta
Martha Lopez

1. Mariela

I
massaged the broad ridges and dips, the scarred pink surfaces, to the black tattooed numbers and letters 2wo 6ix that ran from the soft expanse of baby hair
on his lower back to slightly below his shoulder blades. I bent forward and
allowed my breasts to graze his skin. My nipples were hard and the rings that
ran through them were tautly held in place.
I smoothed my hand deep into his back and rubbed upward slowly and a
soft moan came from his lips. Digging my thumbs harder, I felt a brief moment
of resistance until the muscles of his back relaxed. The smooth insides of my
thighs straddled his hips, and the cool touch of his leather belt felt" good ... I
untied my hair and let it gather around my face as I leaned over him. Whispers
of wind lifted the curtains that hung from the open window. The wind rushed
up the curve of my back as I leaned forward and kissed the blades of his shoulders. I rocked forward with my hands, moving them in circular motions as I
tried to clear my mind of images, images of what was going to happen. I
flushed and felt the smooth surface of my vagina rub that cool surface of his
LAVENDER-SCENTED BABY OIL DRIPPED FROM THE BOTTLE ONTO HIS BACK.

belt, and I cringed for a moment before moving on.
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Manny picked me up at 5:00 P.M. That was three hours ago, after an hour
of talking and sloppy kisses, and after the snuck phone call in his washroom, as
he lit some candles and put on some smooth jazz.
"Mulatta," Dom's voice had said over the receiver, "we are gonna get him
tonight; call the minute you got him."
That was over half an hour ago. Manny's lips and tongue had sucked and
licked me from my neck all the way down to my breasts as I straddled him on
the bed. He nursed like a little baby, averting his eyes from the scars on my face.
I didn't blame him.
I wanted to suck on a joint. I slowly moved my body off him and he
turned around, a dazed smile on his face, and for a second I almost liked the
motherfucker. My leg was still draped at his side and the other I had on the soft
carpet, as he reached up and fingered my nipple. He smiled.
"I need something," I said, shy and coy, my typical ruse.
He slipped his big hand down into the blue boxers rimming the tip of his
jeans, and pulled out his equally big dick.
"Here," he said, a half-smile on his face as I stared at the brown, fat thing.
I licked my lips for a second, considering. I shook my head, as he stared sexily
at me, his eyes half-closed, his erection growing increasingly warm.
"I need some ..." I said, pinching my fingers and bringing them up to my
lips and sucking air.
"Ah," he said, still lying there on his thick quilt, as he reached down to
unfasten his belt. He whipped the belt out of the loops and lay it on the bed
and quickly unbuttoned his jeans, getting up and pulling them down with one
motion. Stepping out of them, he walked over to the closet facing the bed and
pushed the sliding door left.
Rummaging through several piles of neatly folded clothes and pushing
aside various styles of Timberlands, he grabbed a key from inside one of the
shoes, and moved a panel of wall where he had installed a safe.
I watched him, and it didn't look like it bothered him. It really didn't
matter what the Kings did to him. He was stupid enough to put himself in that
situation, and it was almost laughable that he really thought that I just wanted
to kick it with him. That was funny. I didn't want to kick it with him ... well,
part of me did, but that was because I hadn't had a dick in me for like two
months and I craved it. I knew what I was doing.
"Here," he said, holding out a tightly woven blunt. It was pre-rolled. This
motherfucker had pre-packed blunts. He held a gold-plated lighter near my
mouth, as I put the blunt in between my lips and licked the paper. It was good
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shit, I knew that the minute he flicked the flame.
I inhaled deeply. Shit ... It was really ...
"Good, right?" he asked me, his erection snaking out of the pee-hole of his
boxers. It looked like a huge piece of shit. Damn, this shit was good.
I exhaled into his face and smiled as his eyes fluttered. He snatched the
blunt from my hand and took a huge hit.
Grabbing the back of my head, he forced it down. I knew what he wanted.
As he smoked, he pulled down his shorts. There was a nest of black curled hair
around his dick. His balls hung down like huge old-lady tits, and I tried not to
laugh as I gave them a tap and watched them swing.
He mufiled a laugh, and I looked up briefly, past his dick and the pleasure
trail that traced up to his belly button, to his hairy chest, and pink nipples, past
the fat brown blunt that he nursed on, his eyes staring straight ahead, watching
the swirl of smoke.
Moaning, he grabbed my head and forced me closer, smashing my nose
against the side of his dick. I inhaled deeply. If he smelled even a little of sweat,
I wasn't going to give him head, but there was nothing-a slight soap scent,
that's it. He must've showered, I thought, as I took him into my gaping mouth.
Moaning, Manny coughed, and gripped my head tighter as I used my
mouth to slide back and flick my tongue over his penis, delving toward the
little opening at the tip. I noticed he was circumcised and it made everything
so much easier. There is nothing like a clump of skin gathered around the head
to turn you off. Licking and sucking, I grabbed the base of his dick and
pumped up and down. Hopefully he would cum fast; I wanted another hit.
Grimacing and smiling, whimpering and ooh-ohhing, he didn't bust a nut,
and before he knew it, I reached up and snatched the blunt. It had been dangling in his hand, and I sat back and smoked while jerking him off.
"Oooh," he whimpered, his face screwed up like a bitch.
Pussy, I thought to myself. I was high as hell. When the room started
shifting, I mashed the tip of the blunt out against the wall and stood up. I
grabbed him by the back of his head and started sucking on his lips. Following
my cue, he shoved me back onto his bed, where he positioned himself and dove
right into me. I screeched, because I wasn't ready, and he pulled out, his shiny
dick glinting with the light of the candles. He reached over my head, digging
inside one of his pillows and retrieved a condom. Ripping it open with his
teeth, he yanked the rubber out, pinched the tip and rolled it down to the base
of his penis.
"Hey, wait," I said, sitting up.
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"No," he said, leaning into me, and searching for the opening.
"Fucking wait!" I yelled into his face. I needed to arrange myself comfortably.
Manny turned me over, as I struggled to crawl away from him. Cupping
my waist, he pulled me to him, and lowered his penis into me. He rocked back
and forth, quickly, painfully, deliciously.
Moaning, I was just getting into the rhythm when he pulled out, turned
me over, ripped off the condom and squirted all over my face, up to and
including my eye.
"FUCK," I screamed at him as he collapsed, lying back, his dick wet with
cum.
I rubbed my eye, not believing what he had just done. I reached over,
snatched my phone from the bed stand, and hit 4 and Talk; 4 was Dom's speed
dial. I clicked it off after three rings and promised myself that I would be
dressed by the time they came, but I wasn't.
They came after I snatched up that wide black leather belt and wrapped it
quickly around Manny's neck after he asked me who I was calling.A dry stickiness pasted my skin together. I tugged on the belt now as his eyes bulged and
his face turned an angry red.
"You ... fuck ... bit-ch," he struggled, saliva running down the sides of his
mouth as tears ran down his face.
He was fucking crying. I laughed as Dom and the boys busted through the
door.
"Pl ... ee ..." he tried, tears running down his face in rivers.
I looked over by the nightstand, tightening my grip as Dom shouted
orders. Lalo, Miguel, and Socorro ran into the bedroom, and I saw her.
"Mariela," Manny choked out, tears running down his face, before Lalo
snatched him up, threw him face down on the floor, and bound him. Socorro
and Miguel asked me, "Where's his stash?"
Our eyes had met before he was pushed down onto the floor. And I could
see his eyes in her photo.
"WHERE'S HIS FUCKING STASH?" Miguel yelled at me.

I jerked my head over to the closet, and quickly, Socorro fell onto his knees
and dug into the semi-open safe as I thought of Manny's pretty little girl. Dom
walked into the bedroom, gazing at me with disgust.
"Put some fucking clothes on," he yelled, walking over and grabbing my
arm violently.
He shook me and I scrambled for my clothes that were littered across the
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floor.
"Nigger fucking my Mulatta," Dom said to his boys as Santiago walked
into the room and nodded down at me.
"Get up," Santiago said, looking at Dom as he kicked Manny in the side.
I stood up, pulled my halter top on, and threw on my shorts. I fumbled
under the bed for my shoes, when Dom tossed them at me.
"Good job," he said, as they dragged Manny away. He screamed through a
thick wad of silver duct tape. His face was scrunched up a deep red and tears
ran down his face. He struggled, stared at me, quieted, and shook his head.
"Let's go, Mulatta," Santi whispered as he stepped next to me, putting a
hand on my back and looking over to the nightstand.
Santiago looked into my eyes and shook his head. He walked over to the
nightstand, placed the baby picture flat down, blew out a few of the candles,
and said, "Let's go," as a trumpet solo sounded from Manny's stereo system
speakers.
2. Sabor
Half dead. We found him half dead. It took the day after Mulatta met me
at the abandoned Tastee Freeze for me to look at the photographs again, memorizing each brutal, painful detail, from the carved five-point crown on
Manny's stomach, where his 2wo 6ix tattoo had once been, to the burnt black
tongue they pulled from his mouth.Joaquin couldn't look at the pictures again,
and I couldn't blame him; Manny was Joaquin's brother in arms, but he was
mine in blood. I cried my way through each glossy picture, and in midshufile,
I found a blue scrawled print on a tiny section of the picture with the carved
crown:AP one 8.24.
"What the fuck does this mean?" I asked Joaquin, who jumped up from
his seat at my desk, snatched the picture away from me, and held it up to my
bedroom light, peering.
"Fuck."
"What? What is it?" I nearly screamed, peering with him, trying to make
sense of it.
"Archer Park, one o'clock ..." Joaquin whispered, looking at me with redrimmed eyes, "on the twenty-fourth."
"That's ... are they gonna give him back?" I managed to choke out. I didn't
want to cry again. I didn't want to be weak when my parents were in the next
room crying themselves.
"I think so. Yeah, I think so," Joaquin whispered, his eyes reddening as he
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fumbled in his pocket.
He pulled out a joint and lit it quickly, sucking it deep and holding in the
smoke for what seemed like forever. Exhaling a purple-tinted cloud, he said,
"Sabor?"
"No ... No ... what does it mean? We fucking have to wait? We have to
wait?" I was trying not to scream and to stay calm, but this was too fucked up
and ... it was too fucked up.
"Sa ... that is what we're gonna have to do."
And so we waited, and the days rolled by as slow as fucking possible, and I
stayed in bed, sleeping, crying, and squeezing at my arms until bruises made a
trail from my shoulders to my wrists, black and purple, green and black. I
waited. Joaquin waited, and at night he would be there in my room with me,
sitting in the chair next to my bed, chain-smoking joints like they were cigarettes while I calmed my stomach with Tums.
And it was twelve o'clock on the 24 th , and Joaquin was blaring his radio
while drinking a horchata from Los Comales, and I was sucking hard on a
cherry Swisher, biting the wooden tip with my teeth, inhaling and exhaling the
sweet smoke like air.
Warm wind washed my face, drying the tears that formed in my eyes
before they had a chance to fall. Joaquin raced down Pulaski, then turned on
Western, racing an Eclipse that some little Chinese guy was driving. I laughed
as the Chino tried to cut us off and then nearly got smashed by the grill of
Joaquin's Regal. We were killing time. I reached over and snatched the remote
from Joaquin's lap as he slurped his drink, and I blasted the music even higher
until it hurt my ears. Nothing fucking mattered, and time was going slower
than a shit when you're constipated.
We rolled by Archer Park a few times, through the alley behind the houses
across from it, getting a feel for it, and making mental escape paths. And as I
stared through the loops of fence all I could think of was Manny and his little
girl Isabella, with her light skin and her dark eyes; thank God she looked like
our family or she would really be fucked.
"Joaquin," I said, while staring out the window, watching the nets from the
basketball hoops lift and shake with the wind.
"Yeah?"
"Remember when Manny got caught up after that party at Veronica's?"
Joaquin turned to me, the dark stubble on his face making him look much
older than twenty-one, "Yeah ..." he laughed, "your dad beat the shit out of
him for that."
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"Yeah, both you guys walked in smelling like beer, and Papi took off his
belt and chased you both down the block screaming, "Pinche winos!" That was
so fucking funny.You were supposed to stay over that night."
"Shit ..." he said, looking at me with a wrinkled face, "your dad wanted
to beat the shit outta me too. I just ended up going over to my abuelita's. You
know ..."
I forgot that was when Joaquin's mom-whom we called "international"
because she bounced first from a Puerto Rican guy-married the black guy
who stayed at home while she worked. They divorced, and now his mom lives
with an Arabian guy. Joaquin was living back and forth with his abuelita and
my family, until he could afford an apartment.
"Yeah, but my mom loves you."

"Yeah."
The clock flashed 12:30, and Joaquin sighed, "Another fucking thirty minutes, Sabor."
I stared out into the street, and Joaquin smoked another joint. I was
reaching for another Swisher, when Joaquin blocked my hand.
"Your mouth smells like you been eating mierda," he said, pissed off He
didn't think it was like a senorita to smoke. "Stop this shit."
I snatched my hand away from his, crossed my arms, and stared out the
window. He laughed, "Fucking little bitch."
He started cruising through some back streets as my heart rang in my ears.
I was scared, and I tried to stay calm. Joaquin rolled up our windows, and soon
we were at the park.
We parked near an alley right next to the baseball diamond. It was dark,
almost black, the only light from the orange streetlamps that lined the streets.
I heard Joaquin taking deep breaths as he did the sign of the cross, and I did
the same, hearing him as he whispered quickly in Spanish, "Forgive me for all
my sins, let him return to us alive. Please, please, forgive me ..."
And we quietly closed our doors, leaving them unlocked just in case, and
Joaquin left the keys in the ignition.
Wet grass slapped against our shoes, and I felt my socks getting wet.
Suddenly it was cold, and I rubbed my bruised arms, but there wasn't any
point. We walked slowly, and that was when I saw something dangling and
moving. I didn't wait another minute.
My legs acted the minute I realized it was Manny. I started to run, struggled for breath, pumping both legs until there was a steady burn all the way up
from my ankles to my ears.
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"Sabor," I heard Joaquin whisper and then cry out.
It didn't fucking matter. I didn't care if the Kings were waiting for me. I
didn't care if they were right there. I had to go to my brother. I had to go to
Manny.
I huffed, tried to breathe, and reached the playground, running through the
sandbox and jumping over the wooden blocks that formed the square around
the sand. I ran and halted, then leapt across a broken rocking toy, a white horse
spray-painted red and blue, catching my right calf on the huge rusted spring
that used to hold it. I felt a surge of blood, but I limped and ran, and I could
see it was him. The smell of rot and my own sweet tobacco breath made me
stop as I reached the monkey bars. That is where I trembled and when Joaquin
yelled, "Watch out!"
They grabbed me by the side of my shirt, pressed the cold barrel against
the side of my neck, and forced me on my knees to watch.
Manny's feet scraped desperately against the wooden chips on the ground.
A pacifier with a bright red nipple was underneath the toe of one dirty, swollen
foot.
Bright gold bandanas bound his straining wrists to the overhead monkey
bars, and a shiny silver glint came from the duct tape across his mouth. There
he was, bare-chested, with only his dirty boxers keeping him from being naked,
with veins and thin bones nearly breaking through the skin of his arms. His
stomach was crusted with blood, and pus was running down from the five deep
circles that made up the crown points. As he struggled, the scabs burst open,
and blood ran down and stained the waistband of his boxers.
"Mmm," he tried to scream. Tears were running fast down both our faces,
and he watched me as he continued to struggle. Joaquin was knocked down
next to me, and when he tried to say something, someone kicked him in the
mouth.
It was too dark to tell who pressed the cold barrels of the revolvers against
our temples, but we knew what they were and that was enough.
"Motherfuckers, you know what your boy did to Saint?"
I tried to open my mouth, but someone slapped their warm salty hand
against it and whispered, "Shh, SaSa."
I knew it was Mulatta, and her nails were gripping the side of my mouth.
Joaquin was gasping, and out of the corner of my eye I saw him spit blood.
His bottom lip was split wide open.
Squeezing my eyes shut, then opening them, I saw a dark figure in front of
us, the voice still asking, "Do you know what your boy did to Saint?"
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Three of them moved towards Manny at the same time Mulatta loosened
her grip on my mouth for a second and said, "Look."
Manny's eyes were wide open. He looked at me. He knew, and that was
when they fired.
Our eyes met as the bullets jerked his body, and a warm spray of blood hit
our faces. Joaquin struggled, the back of a gun struck him on the side of the
head, and he collapsed against me.
I still sat on my knees as Mulatta whispered, warm and wet against my ear,
"Lookit, SaSa. Lookit."
Manny's body swayed with the momentum of gunfire, and I sat there on
my knees as they all walked away, staring at me, and Mulatta let out a laugh. It
wasn't until the rumble of their cars sounded, and police sirens squealed in the
air, that I realized what had just happened.
"j Ya se fueron!" an older man's voice yelled from the porch of one of the
neighboring houses. I sat there on my knees as he screamed it again, and added,
"i Ya van a llegar! La policia, ya van a llegar." They fled, and the police are about
to come.
Heat came and went from my face, and when the ambulance sirens wailed,
and a screech of tires sounded in the air, I realized he was gone. Manny was
gone.
They had cut him down from the monkey bars, two cops. And a red-faced
cop screamed questions at me as white-gloved paramedics took a scissor to my
pants and tried to suture my wound.
"What happened?"
"Are you OK? Are you having trouble breathing?"
"Can you feel your leg?"
"Ma'am, your name?"
And Joaquin's voice screaming, "Manny, fucking ... Manny!"
They took him down from the monkey bars, securing an arm around each
of their shoulders as a paramedic pressed two fingers against the side of his
throat and shook his head.
"Please ..." Joaquin's voice was crying as paramedics wiped his forehead
and tried to keep him down.
"Sir, stay down, it's important-"
Then there was the distinct sound of someone screaming. And everything
flickered black, like a candle hushed by wind.
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Bittersweet
Kinchem Hegedus

1. Kecskemet, Hungary, 1930
MY GRANDFATHER BUILT ROADS IN HUNGARY. Hrs TEAMS CUT THROUGH

forests and plains leaving ribbons of dirt roads in networks well used by one
army after another. Stories of him chill me, but the most chilling thing of all is
knowing that his blood runs in my veins. He was a mean man. He had no
heart, not for a mother with babe in arms, a feeble old woman, or a blind man.
One day he was running behind schedule, working deep in the forest making
a clean wide road out of an old mountain trail. A tree just felled blocked the
trail ahead, and his road gang huddled at one end around a small fire, blowing
clouds of steam onto their cracked and swollen fingers. His voice echoed
through the mist as he bellowed at his men, "I'll not be made a fool of by you
lazy bastards, we're not stopping because you fucking buzerans want to warm
your dainty hands!" It was a dark winter's morning, and the clang of axes and
pitchforks soon rang again, so they didn't hear the rattle of the approaching
wagon until it was right upon them. Vtzrdo, traditional gypsy wagons, were a
familiar sight to the road gang, but it was unusual to find one traveling alone,
especially when driven by a solitary old woman. Hungary's gypsies, the Cigany,
traveled in kumpania, rarely alone. She was bent forward over her reins, and her
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wizen leathered face peered at them from under a dikl6 wrapped around her
head. She was dressed in the layers of a widow's garb, and her tired old boots
were tied to her feet with coarse twine. Her old nag, on the other hand, was
still as fine a horse as they'd seen, and it snorted great puffs of white as it halted
at the felled tree.
"Get out of here, nyanya!" Grandfather stood before the horse, hacked, and
spat at its feet.
"I must pass this morning," she replied, in a tone both urgent and pleading.
"She must pass this morning," he sang in a mocking response, turning to
his men, bent and crooked, with a rag pulled over his head.
The dutiful laughter of the men bounced about the trees surrounding her,
but she spoke again, firmer this time, "I need to get through the forest this
morning."
Grandfather laughed, started to turn away, with a scoffing shake of his head,
then stopped and picked up a handful of stones and threw them at the horse.
The old mare startled, rearing up and back on her hind legs, and the wagon
shook, making an awful rattling sound of banging pans, creaking wood, and old
iron wheels skidding on stones.
Still she persisted, the old woman, cooing to the horse and standing her
ground. A third time she spoke, "I must pass on this trail, as I have for many
years. I must pass this morning."
With temper riled Grandfather turned back, lunged at the vardo and let
loose his vile tongue, "Huzz a picsaba, boszorkany!" Again he hurled stones, this
time hitting the old woman on her lip. A trickle of blood ran down her cheek.
For a moment the forest was still, as if all life had ceased in one breath, then
she raised her hand to her lip, touched the blood, looked at her red fingertip,
and shot her attacker a piercing eye, "Atkokat sz6r vki fejere, gadje!" she cried,
disappearing into the fog. "A curse on you, infidel, a curse on you and your
children and your children's children."
It's only a story, and I didn't hear this one until very recently, but it is one
piece of the story that tells where I come from. I know so little about my
grandfather that each morsel of information is a prize. I know only his legacy.
I'm not really superstitious, but there is something about the curse that appeals
to me, an understanding of my family's estrangement that is not simply hereditary. It gives me hope. But one big problem remains. I know he was tainted
well before the gypsy's curse. His cruelty is a legend in itself and his wife knew
it best of all. From all I've heard he sounds like the archetypal hot-headed, hotblooded, crazed Hungarian. My grandmother inherited vineyards, refused to
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sign the property over to her husband, holding out, knowing she was dying,
that this was all she had to give her children-my father and his two sisters. To
Grandfather, poisoned by alcohol and plagued by demons, this insult was intolerable. To own property was his dream, and his wife's inheritance was his only
hope. In his drunken rages he beat the children simply to torture her. One
night she was warned he was on his way home, drunk and riled. She hid the
children in the woodpile and my father held his little sisters, hand tight over
the baby's mouth, as they watched him whack their mother across the back
with a slab of wood because she refused to tell where they were. When my
father told me this story he was seventy-five, but he looked like a little boy as
he spoke in a sad, scared voice, reliving the memory, going back in time to the
very moment, as old people can do. His eyes did not see me, he was seeing his
mother's knees buckle, her hands reaching back to the pain, her body falling
limp and broken to the dirt.
When my father was five his mother died of tuberculosis, just as nine of
her children had. She knew her two oldest children were survivors, sturdy and
shrewd, but the baby was different. As she lay dying, fearing for the life of her
youngest child, she begged her brother to take Sharika, who was only four.
Great-Uncle Bela knew her fear was real, more than once his sister had
appeared at his door in the black of night with the sobbing babe in arms, one
or both of them bruised and bloodied, so he agreed. At the funeral he took
Sharika's hand and asked her, "How would you like to come with me and we'll
buy you some beautiful new dresses?" From that day on Sharika called Bela and
his wife, Father and Mother.
2.

I left home at sixteen and worked tirelessly to divorce my identity from my
past, from my family. The life I was born into was nothing to be proud of, and
most of our stories were best forgotten. I wanted my stories to be about
making my own way in the world, stories about making dreams come true, stories I can be proud of. And yet, the stories of my childhood in Tasmania rise to
the surface of my mind, bloated corpses that refuse to stay dead. These stories
weigh upon me as if I'm wearing a heavy woolen sweater, drenched in water,
weighted down, dragging, prickly, and most of all, cold. When I write I peel the
first layer of images away and look behind them, but again and again I'm faced
with scenes from the memories I've spent a lifetime trying to forget.
Leaving home was once my only goal. My daydreams were full of escape
to a different world, a world I patched together in collages of pictures cut from
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magazines. I could live a different life for hours on end in the pages of my
scrapbooks. I could try on a different world each day, worlds of my own creation. I could have a different house, a different bedroom, different clothes, and
a different family anywhere I wanted, whenever I wanted. If only I could create
scrapbooks of my past full of collages that are different than my memories. But
I can't escape from my memories anymore than I can crawl away from my own
skin. In Chicago, as far away from Australia as you can get on this planet, I discover that I have never left home. I carry within me everything that ever happened there, and these are the stories I must tell.
I didn't know then, as I do now, that it was a yearning to belong that
would take me in full circle, that this yearning would carry me, with torrential force at times, as I searched from continent to continent for somewhere
to rest, until I was ultimately drawn back to the very place from which I was
so eager to run.
3. Chicago to Adelaide (South Australia) ...
10,000 miles (as the crow flies) ... April 2003
I leave my children at home at a day's notice to fly for twenty-four hours
to Adelaide for my father's funeral. My older sister and two younger brothers
meet me at the airport. We hold each other and I cry all the tears I've been
blocking with the distraction of travel arrangements. They all have wet eyes, but
Charlie is drained, Mik struggles to hold back his sobs, and Sue will save any
sobs she has left for when she is alone. They've already been together for a day,
and I feel now what they probably felt yesterday-being together makes it
more real. Our father is dead. As always the hard stuff is left unsaid, and we talk
only about easy things, like the plans, what has to be done.
"Mum isn't coming," I say, knowing that this is news to no one.
"She told me she'd said good-bye to him years ago," Suzanne answers.
Mum said the same thing to me on the phone.
"But why isn't she here for us?" I ask, and Charlie says he'd asked her the
same question.
"She said she might regret it later, but she thinks we need to be here on
our own, without her, as his children; that she wasn't part of his life any more,
and she just couldn't come." Suzanne lives close to Mum and had seen her on
her way to the airport.
"I guess she needs to handle it in her way," Mik offers, and we all humm in
agreement.
They all look older, more round at the middle, with lines like veils over the
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faces I recall. It's only a year or two since I've seen them, but we've all reached
that age when a year or two can see the slide into middle age. Charlie, the
oldest of my little brothers, drives us to my father's house. He is the only one
of us who lives here and the last one of us to see our father alive. They'd argued,
which is not unusual; Dad was a feisty man, and so is Charlie. He was always
the one who stood up to Dad. To all the world Charlie can seem as fearsome
as Dad ever was to us, but I know he is as just as soft as Dad was, too. Like Dad,
he is a poet in warrior's armor.
I fix my damp gaze out the car window. Adelaide--the city of churches. A
city planned by visionaries, a square mile surrounded by a wide border of parklands. Proud of her architecture and her heritage, she never became top heavy,
writing city ordinances to limit the height of buildings. The city looks smaller
than it did two years ago, on my last visit. How is it that I can be away for years
and then slip back in and know a place as if it is still home? Two years since I
saw Dad. The streetscape seems one-dimension al, people sliding through like
paper cutouts. Everything is surreal since he died, as it must be. My world has
never existed without him. I watch the paper people going about their day,
untouched by grief.
We turn into the street where he lived. "Prepare yourself," my sister
Suzanne says, "the house is not like you remember." We have so much and so
little in common, my sister and I. She is pragmatic and effective. I'm more likely
to ponder and wait for a "sign." She says I think too much; I think she does too
much. She did her homework while I played with my scrapbooks and talked
with my girlfriends on the phone. At university she was President of Student
Affairs, worked two jobs, and was head of the local branch of Amnesty
International. I missed classes for weeks on end, too stoned, too hungover, or
too interested in staying in bed with my boyfriend. She was pretty and political and won a Rotary scholarship to study in Europe. I was anti-fashion, antiestablishment, and dropped out of uni after my first year. She's always worked
hard and had a plan. I've always been lucky, blown by the wind into fields of
clover.
Now she looks like a glamorous Hungarian woman with her blonde curls
and deep blue eyes, like Zsa Zsa Gabor, dramatic, sharp, and undeniably beautiful.
As always she is the one to get down to business, the task of cleaning out
Dad's house. What do I remember about this house? I'd never lived there, only
visited, always in a hurry to leave. His house was an awkward blend of his past
life, with crockery, ornaments, and linen from our old family home, and a
gaudy collection of Hungarian, Philippine, and Canadian mementos from his
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life with his new wife and new daughters.
"What do you mean?" I ask Suzanne.
"Well, I didn't know ..." she pauses to swallow, her blue eyes shimmering
under too much mascara, "he wasn't capable of looking after himself very well,
at the end." But we did know, he'd called to say he mixed up his medication,
he was living on McDonald's, he'd got lost walking home from the corner
shop, he'd blacked out in the supermarket, then came to not knowing how he
got there, wondering if he was dreaming. When we organized a community
nurse to visit him six months ago she'd arrived to find the house sparkling, Dad
clean-cut and bright eyed, and afternoon tea laid out on the table. He had
spells, I'd told myself; mostly he was OK.
He is still present in this house, his scent lurks in the gloom. I wander
about, vaguely hearing my brother Charlie tell me, "He was in the shower ...
getting ready for Sunday mass ... his clothes laid out on the bed."
Most of the house feels hollow, abandoned and left to ruin, like a body
without a soul. It smells of neglect and loneliness. He'd lived alone for a year,
since his second wife moved out, taking the girls. It looks as if they'd left in
haste, drawers in the girls' bedroom hanging open, the floor scattered with old
clothes, and the wall dotted with remnants of stickers and posters of pop stars.
There are no plans to see Dad's wife and daughters until the funeral, and I'm
relieved. I know their lives too well; I know what they've lived through. We'd
talked on the phone every few months, I knew he hadn't changed, and I know
that they had to leave,just as I had, but I can't help wishing they'd not left him
all alone. To hear their stories was to relive my own. I don't want to be close
to them, they're part of a world that existed without me, a whole other life he'd
lived with another family. The only thread that had joined me to his new family
was broken when he died.
They are not here now; this work is left for us to do. We need to get his
things in order, to tie everything up in a neat bow, once and for all.
Suzanne is right, I am shocked by the mess in his house, ashamed I had not
known how bad it was, hadn't done anything about it. Ashamed I hadn't been
there, that he was so alone. I can't believe his ex-wife and the girls let him live
this way. That I had. The laundry is piled deep, cupboards are tangled and overflowing, bedrooms littered with debris. To save on heating and air-conditioning
he lived in one room, his whole world packed tight into one cozy, safe room.
His comfy chair, with an old blanket covering shredded upholstery, sits in front
of the TV, next to the phone, the heater, and the kitchen door. An ashtray, with
one cigarette butt, his glasses taped together at the bridge, and a pile of old
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newspapers and opened letters cover the surface of the small table beside his
chair. The newspapers are yellowed, months old; he couldn't read for the past
few months. My brother would visit him to read my letters. I can see him now,
sitting there in his pistachio sweatshirt with the TV on for company, letter in
hand as he fades in and out of sleep, waiting for the sound of Charlie's bike
pulling into the driveway. Then growling, of course, because Charlie was too
late, or too early, or woke him up, or didn't bring him a treat, or did, and he
was trying to give them up. I swallow the laughter muffled by sadness rising in
my throat, he was such a cranky old bastard, and I wonder where to start.
Here we all are, in his house. Nothing would have made him happier than
to have us all to be here when he was still alive. But like all family events it
would've ended badly, marred by his wretched temper.
The shelves lining one wall in his living room are jammed with papers,
albums, photos of his children, his grandchildren, and my baby, his only
grandson. The coffee table is overflowing with files and boxes of papers and
newspaper cuttings, documents and photos. The sofa is his wardrobe, a mountain of underwear, socks, and unironed shirts, and trousers hang along the back.
I have to step over furniture to get from the kitchen door to the window. The
musty smell of a room shut off from the world is suddenly gagging me, and I
try to force a window open, but they're nailed shut.
The records and remnants of his life are jam-packed into this one room, as
if he'd needed to surround himself with his history. If, in a moment of doubt,
he needed proof of a life fully lived it was all there, only an arm's length away.
The pain in his old bones was such that moving from one room to another had
become too much, yet nothing we could say would convince him to leave his
house. He'd end all attempts to persuade him abruptly: "A man is nothing
without a home."
No one has wanted to clean his bedroom, the room I most want to see. It's
not quite pleasure, but almost, that makes me stop at the door and peer in. The
adrenaline rush of anticipation makes me aware that I am trespassing. It's
voyeuristic, searching through his private spaces, but I can't resist. I feel like I'm
at a murder scene searching for clues. He still slept in a waterbed, my tender
laugh surprises me, but the linen is thin and worn, the curtains shabby, and my
brief sense of humor is squashed. I pull the curtains wide, to see everything.
His bible and a collection of prayer books are all I find in his bedside table. His
wife's drawers are still half full of old clothes and broken jewelry. A shabby thing
to do to him, to leave her mess. His wardrobe is full of clothes he wore when
I was a child, shirts I remember him wearing, all patterned with greens and
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maroons from the seventies with big pointy collars and short, wide, matching
paisley ties. I find a woolly vest that still holds his scent, his favorite pistachiocolored sweatshirt, and his old pipes. His work overalls are folded under a pile
of old clothes in the bottom of the cupboard. I remember him wearing them,
laboring in his factory six days a week, year after year. All the clothes look so
tiny, it's hard to imagine that when he wore them he'd seemed so big and
strong to me. He was a little man, scraping five foot two, but his charisma filled
any room. I pack these treasures into the little tan leather suitcase he'd carried
on the boat from Europe to Australia fifty-five years ago.
I find his black homburg hat. I don't pick it up, don't want to touch it. He'd
worn this hat with such pride, in those days when men wore hats. He felt like
a gentleman in this hat. It was his symbol of everything good in life and it made
him feel six feet tall. It was quite a different symbol for me. To this day the sight
of such hats will make me look twice, but in those days the sight of them was
terrifying. I still have nightmares about men in black hats. When I left home to
go to university, I broke all his rules and was tortured by neurotic fear and guilt.
I have been courageous in the years since then, in odd ways, in choices I've
made, but there's little I've feared more than my father's anger. Once out of his
sight I was free to play with fire.
When I first left home I saw his hat in my peripheral vision every day, convinced he was waiting,just out of view, to catch me doing something he would
not approve of. Once, when he met the guys I shared a house with, he threatened to drag me home by my hair and lock me in a cupboard. The guys played
in a band and had regular weekly gigs, but none of us had any money, and we
were all into a drugged-out grungey-hippy look. They were into heroin, mushrooms, acid, and music, and that particular cocktail just left you looking that
way, particularly when you're broke. I wanted to be part of the scene but was
too scared of heroin, so never really fit in. Dad's threat to drag me home was
very real and imminent, so I had to promise him I'd move out. But that wasn't
enough, he hated my boyfriend too.
I wasn't allowed to have boyfriends at home, and my first boyfriend when
I left was everything Dad hated. Paul had red hair (an omen of evil in
Hungarian superstition) and it hung long to his waist, he wore an earring, loved
drugs, was unemployed, and played guitar. I lived in fear that Dad would surprise me with a visit and catch us in bed. I had no doubt someone would end
up dead. I knew Paul's rage would rise to challenge Dad's, but he would never
be a match. When he did meet Paul on a visit to uni he wouldn't even speak
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to him, hated him at a glance.
So Dad bought a house for my sister and me to live in while we were at
uni, a mansion compared to what I could afford on my scholarship, but the day
we moved in he threatened me, "I'm going to turn up whenever I want, and
if I ever catch anyone here with long hair, or who is on the dole, you'll be
sorry!" That night I rang him, knees shaking, and said, "Your house, your rules,
fine! I'm moving out."
He disowned me and we didn't speak for a year.
As afraid of him as I was, being separated from him was even more terrifying. I went back to him. Always did. It didn't matter if we were together or
not, anyway, he was always there. Just as he is now, in his house. He is always
present, in his black homburg hat, always lurking like a spy in my shadow, censoring my every thought and deed. My measure. My jailer.
A pile of clothes on a chair look worn and crumpled. I lift his undershirt
to my face and breathe him in, and his smell engulfs me; instantly it is as if I
am in his embrace. I hear him say my name; he is laughing tenderly, "My
Kinchyka," he repeats and I know in every cell of my body that he does love
me, he really does. I forgive him for everything again. The wave of his presence
is too much, my knees buckle and I fall onto his bed. I bury my face in his
pillow and a groan rises, becoming a wail, and the waves come again, each one
deeper, until I feel my little brother Mik stroking my hair, and I become still
and silent.
This moment happens over and over, waves rolling in and out, until I'm
drowning in grief, afraid I'll never see the surface, but the waves do recede, and
I stand again and work my way through the piles of his debris. We are each in a
different room, wandering together now and again to show what we have found.
A letter, an old photo, a pewter beer mug we'd given him for Father's Day.
In time the mess becomes too much for me, so I volunteer to go with
Charlie to organize the memorial cards for Dad's funeral service. Before we
leave, the four of us have a cup of tea, huddling over his kitchen table, sipping
out of cups we've known for thirty years. Two photos are chosen. In one, his
own favorite, he is young and handsome, his chin proud, eyes cheeky, seductive. The other photo is how we want to remember him, a cheerful grandfather, old, round-cheeked, and smiling. The words are harder to choose. How do
we say we hated him, feared him, avoided him, and yet somehow forgave him
and still loved him. We can't, so instead we choose to simply honor him, as he
would wish:
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In loving memory of Karoly "Charlie" Hegedus
Born in Kecskemet, Hungary
to Zsuz sanna and Karoly
Charlie migrated to his beloved Australia in 19 5 0
But the richness of the Great Hungarian Plain,
and the exuberance of the Bugac Pusz ta never left his heart.
Cherished and devoted father of Suz anne, Kinchem, Charles, Miklos, Charlene and
Krystale. Beloved grandfather of Sophie, Eva, Isolde, Shannon and William .
Adored brother of Zsuzsanna, Sharika, Erz sike, Bela, Sandor, Zoltan.
On the back of the card we add the words given to us by one of Dad's sisters, Sharika, who I discover this day lives only an hour's flight from me in the
US! I know nothing about her, except that she left Dad's home when she was
only two, when their mother died. She writes:

Bucsuzunk tolled Karoly! Nyugodjal bekebe.
ite take our goodbye from you, Karoly! Be in peace.
Hianyozni fogsz eletunk vegig.
ite will miss you as long as we live.
Orok Sz eretettel.
With love.
Charlie and I return to Dad's house to find our family history on the
kitchen table, my father's collection of 35mm slides, photos taken from the time
he and my mother first met until I was around seven years old. Charlie glances
at them and leaves the room. My father and I spoke a week before he died.
He'd called to say he was packing up the slides to send to me in Chicago. He
knew I was writing, and he wanted me to have them, he wanted me to write
our stories. Charlie told me on the phone, the day Dad died, that Dad had
spent the last month of his life sorting through the slides, preparing them to
send to me, that he'd been as happy as he'd ever been, reliving moments caught
on film. Projecting his life on the wall to see again and again, as the carousel
on the projector went around and around. "When he looked at the slides,"
Charlie said, "his eyes were liquid, equal parts happy and sad."
"Can you do the shelves in the lounge room?" Suzanne is behind me, I
know she wants the slides too, but no one has yet mentioned which keepsakes
we want to take. I don't know how to bring it up, so I do as she asks. It will
not end well with Suzanne, I know. I feel the life-long tension between us. She
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was first born, and then I'd come along and destroyed her paradise and she'd
never forgiven me. I'd become Daddy's little girl, and the devil in me knew
how to wield that power to push her buttons. Now she thinks I am stealing
him away again, stealing what she most wants, the slides. I feel so damn bitchy
towards her. It's about money, too, she never has any but always seems to be able
to go on vacations. I'm paying for the funeral. I promised Dad I would; he
knew she wouldn't. But it's more than that, it's about the money I lent her that
she never paid back, and it's about the time she punched me, tucked in bed,
because I wouldn't get up to turn off the light, and the time she ripped my
favorite doll in two, the way she never let me into her heart, the way we could
never talk about the hard stuff. So much unsaid, unresolved. I am afraid of the
anger I feel for my sister. I avoid her.
The deeper we clean the house the more we find. He'd kept everything. I
find the letters I'd written to him over the years. He'd stored every letter, every
card, every photo I'd ever sent. Stacks and boxes and piles of papers and documents are everywhere, some dating back more than fifty years. Sepia postcards,
touched up with pastel paints, and written in Hungarian; his first passport;
newspaper cuttings of brief moments oflocal fame as a successful businessman;
brochures; and even checkbooks from his businesses, decades old. Receipts for
everything.
Slowly the days pass and the job is done. All is "in order," the front door is
closed, and the car is bursting with keepsakes. The rest will be collected by St.
Vincent's.We drive home to Charlie's place in the dark, hungry, tired, and ready
for a bottle of wine.
Before the funeral I am the one who goes to talk with the priest about the
sequence of events. We have Hungarian music to play, and Suzanne, Charlie,
Mik, and I each want to speak. I find him in a brick veneer office behind the
1970's "modern" style Catholic Church, the type with the huge A-line roof
and blonde pine pews. Father Paul is Irish, in his sixties.
"I find it's best," he says, "if you don't all get up to speak."
"Best for who?" I ask, angry at being told how to do my father's funeral.
"Well, I find everyone ends up saying basically the same thing, you know,
'He was a good man and all and this and that' and, well, let's face it, most people
are not so good at public speaking at the best of times, let alone under these
circumstances."
He sits back, arms crossed, confident he's made a good point, then abruptly
sits forward, adding in a whisper,
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"Most people break down, you know; it's very difficult."
"I see," I answer, shocked at his perspective. "The thing is, we don't really
see this as a performance for the sake of an audience."
I know I have his attention now, because he coughs to clear his throat and
adjusts his white collar.
"We each need to speak for our father, for our own sake, and because we
know he'd want us to."
He nods in resignation, palms up, shoulders shrugged.
The central section of the church is full when I arrive, and I hug Dad's two
daughters and his wife as I enter the church. They are already sobbing and can't
talk. Dad's casket is in position, draped in the Hungarian flag, and sitting on top
is a bouquet of flowers and a framed photo of him in his early twenties,
wearing a soldier's uniform, chin held high. I approach to place the letter I
wrote last night in the bouquet and find another there, in an envelope with the
word "Daddy" written on it. I guess it's from his youngest daughter. My family
sits in the front pew on one side, and his other daughters and their mother sit
in the front pew on the other side. I am perversely thrilled by the privilege of
a front-row pew.
I glance behind me, but there is no one I know. Maybe eighty people, most
of whom are single matrons dressed in black. "Horny old bastard," I think
before I can stop myself. I laugh, then cry, just quietly. My sister is greeting
people until it is time to be seated. My brothers sit on either side of me, Charlie
stern and still, Mik fidgety. He reaches for my hand. Time begins to flow
around me, edges blur, colors seep, surreal, and the priest is there, and he talks
about seeing Dad every Sunday, rain or shine, at the back of the church in his
"Charlie-mobile" (the scooter he needed to get around once the pain in his
legs became too much to walk, and his eyes too weak for him to drive).
Suddenly it is time to talk, and my sister is first. She is trained in public
speaking and is composed and prepared.
"I want to speak of the successes and achievements in my father's life," she
begins, and she tells of all he was proud of. Coming to a new country with
nothing, not speaking the language, and building a life, a business, and a home
for his family. Working tirelessly, never giving up with his inventions, a consummate entrepreneur, like the many refugees and migrants who have labored,
not for themselves, but for future generations, to make Australia into the
country she is today.
My turn. I walk to the microphone, unfold the paper I wrote on last night.
It's as if I am in front of an audience reading my work, until I begin, and then
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I feel myself falling into the words and there is nothing but me, my words, and
my father:
"I remember the soft ripples of the waves of your hair.
I remember how easily you could make me laugh, even when I didn't want to.
I remember how you always tilted your head to the side when you asked
for something.
I remember your smell, garlic, fresh-cut wood chips and cinnamon.
I remember how you'd make me gargle hot salty water and wrap my throat
in itchy woolen scarves if I had a sore throat.
I remember how you'd pile my soft toys, especially my Tasmanian Devil,
on top of my bedroom door every night, and they'd fall on me in the dark and
scare the wits out of me every time.
I remember how that made you laugh until you cried.
I remember how you'd get so angry at the evening news and yell at the TV
as if the news reader could hear you.
I remember how huge you were when I was a little girl.
I remember how frightened you looked when you were woken suddenly
from a deep sleep.
I remember how you loved so much to make people laugh, and how you
always could.
I remember how you looked like a little boy when you laughed.
I remember how happy you were when you held my babies.
I remember how you worked from dawn to dusk, then sat in your Jason
recliner, watched the news, and fell asleep.
I remember how you were so proud of me and how proud that made me feel.
I remember how you cried when you made your speech at my wedding,
and I went to your side and put my arm around you.
I remember massaging your shoulders.
I remember how happy you sounded every time I phoned you.
I remember your smile.
I remember your kiss.
I remember your hands.
I remember your love.
I remember you as my Daddy."
I go back to my seat, and Mik squeezes my hand. I've made it through with
cracks in my voice and a few long pauses, and now Charlie is there.
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"I just want to say," he announces in a tone strong and tough like a sword
that swipes through the sentiment of my words, "that my father was always a
man who supported the underdog. He gave jobs to migrants who no one
would employ because they didn't speak English well enough. Even when he
got burnt by a few of' em who turned out to be lazy bloody no-hopers, he'd
still give the next guy off the boat a go. He never forgot thos~ who'd given him
a chance and was always ready to give that back. That was my father, and that's
all I want to say." He nods, smiles, and practically marches back to his seat. A
splatter of laughs and nods ripple across the church pews, and I see Mik take a
deep breath before rising, walking hesitantly forward.
His lips squeeze tight, then pucker, and I know he is struggling to get the
words out. When he does, they pour forth, floodgates asunder, and his speech
is awash with sobs and tears. "My father, Karoly ..." he stops, sobs, and has to
remove his glasses to mop his eyes with a handkerchief before he can go on,
"was Hungarian. As much as he loved this country, Australia ..." he has to stop
again, his sobbing shakes him, but he continues, "he was always proud of his
beautiful homeland. And I'll never forget ... the joy in his face," now he really
dissolves, and we sit and watch and let him be until he's ready go on. At first I
want to rush to his side and hold him, but I don't, deciding that he wants to
be there alone at this moment. He coughs, then finishes, "I'll never forget the
joy in his face when I was with him in his home town, with his family, in
Hungary.''
The funeral is over too quickly, the four of us and two men from the
funeral parlor are pallbearers, and in the blink of an eye he is in the hearse. The
final glimpse of the coffin is too much to bear and I cling to it, holding him,
wailing like a widow until Mik and Charles are there again, pulling me into
their ample, silent embrace.
At the wake, in my post-sobbing meltdown, I hit the barack, Hungary's fabulous apricot brandy, and I dribble into the room full of faces I don't know. The
heat of barack is instantly, mercifully soothing and I slide through the crowd in
Dad's living room trying to look as if I'm on my way somewhere important so
no one stops me to talk. There is scarcely a trace of him left in this room now,
only his old photos left on the shelves for this occasion. God, he loved parties,
I think to myself, remembering how he'd work the crowd until he'd won over
the entire room with his childlike humor and irresistible charm, telling his silly
dirty jokes, flirting with the women, teasing the men. I smile and nod as I go,
turning towards the increasing number of eruptions of laughter. The barack is
quick to work its magic on the crowd, and I catch fragments of the stories we
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all love to remember at alcohol-imbued wakes. An inordinate number of
widows and matrons who seem to know him well cluster around the room,
clinking glasses. A few of them catch me, and these strangers put their warm
arms around me and tell me, "He loved you very much."
His cleaning lady touches my arm, "We were very close, towards the end,
your father and I, and I feel like I know you. He was so proud of you." She
looks like a real Aussie broad, weathered by the sun, and her manner is anything but refined, but something about her seems different than the others and
I like her, so I stop a moment.
"You must have the patience of a saint," I laugh, hugging her. She laughs a
big and open laugh. The strength in her touch is surprising, too.
"No, just tough enough to tell him I wouldn't take any of his shit." Her
voice hushes before she goes on, "But you know, he was soft as butter at the
end, just a gentle, lonely, old man."
We squeeze each other's hands and move on.
"Why didn't your mother come?'' Dad's wife asks me. "I hope it wasn't
because of me?" She and I have always had a frank relationship, and I do like
her in that biased way you like the partner of someone you're close to but tend
to side against them when you have to. I feel guilty for the times I sided against
him, when I told her I knew she was telling the truth, when she'd phoned me
to say she was leaving him, and she needed to hear me say it was OK, she should
go, and I did. She's closer to my age than to my father's , and still a good-looking
woman. She stayed with the old bastard for more than twenty years. "You know
I still love him," she said the day she left, "I just can't take it anymore."
"Mum didn't come because she didn't want to," I tell her. One of the
Filipina matrons appears and sweeps Dad's wife up in her arms, and I back
away.
I want to be alone with my memories of him, so I slip out the back for a
cigarette. In the heat of the flame of my lighter I see him.
In the sweltering heat of an Australian summer, outlines blur and shimmer
in that haze that makes time stand still.
It's 1957. In the midday thickness of this heat, in McKay, a small coastal
town in Australia, a small, foreign-looking man is loitering outside the corner
shop, leaning against the wall and fanning himself with his prized brown felt
homburg hat. It is his day off from cutting sugar cane. His crisply ironed
Sunday best is now limp and wilted and marked with pools of sweat.
Every time the fly screen door to the shop opens, a yawning, metallic creak
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draws his eyes toward it. He's waiting for someone.
He'd spotted her that morning when he still felt fresh and found himself
following her for hours. Something about the way her round hips swayed from
side to side to side, the way her dark curls framed her face, the intoxicating line
of her breasts, something, or everything, made her irresistible.
She finally emerges from the shop, his goddess of curves. He springs to life,
mops his forehead with his handkerchief, replaces his hat, and unleashes his
wily charms.
He watches for a moment, drinking her in. She sits on a wooden bench
under the store's awning, fans her face with one hand, and sips on her ice-cold
lemonade. She lifts the drink to her delicious red lips, a boy darts past her,
bumps her raised elbow, splattering her chest with her lemonade. The man
lunges at her, handkerchief still in hand, attempting to wipe away the spill, muttering and perhaps even laughing, "Let me help, let me help."
The woman is stunned, first by the boy, then by the cold splash ofjuice and
the chill of ice-cubes slipping into her cleavage, and especially by this crazy
man patting at her breasts. After a flash of stillness she tries to swat the man
away, leaning back and flicking at him with one hand whilst fishing for icecubes with the other. Her thumb hooks under her string of faux pearls, the
string snaps and a hundred pearls fly in all directions, on her lap, under the seat,
and bouncing like raindrops across the sidewalk.
The man drops to his hands and knees gathering the pearls, with the same
wide sweep of his arms that he uses to cut the cane. "I'm zo zorry,Jesus Christ!
Zo zorry, miss, I fix, I fix." His head dips, his hat slips forwards, and his chin
skims the floor at her feet. His face is lost in her skirts as he reaches under her
seat in search of more pearls.
"Stop, please,just stop!" The woman is exasperated. She'd been feeling particularly fragile all day, in all the heat, and this is all too much! She slaps at the
man's shoulders, and his funny little brown head bobbing up and down looks
like a Kewpie doll. It's just so absurd, she starts laughing, first quietly to herself,
and then her laughter ripples outwards, and the small dazed crowd of onlookers joins in.
The man finally stops his rescue efforts and sits back on his haunches as the
day's anticipation, brought on by hours of stalking, shakes through him in waves
of breathless, boyish, giggles. His laugh subsides, he stands and wipes his teary
eyes and plops down on the seat beside her.
With laughter still clinging to their words they introduce themselves to
each other, Charlie and Rosina. She has the uncanny feeling that she knows
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him, making her more easily seduced. It's not until much later that she finds
out that this sense of familiarity was probably because of the number of
glimpses of him that had leaked into her peripheral vision earlier that day.
"Have we met somewhere before?" she asks.
She already has a leaning towards foreign men, having grown up with the
type of raw, green, farm boys that New Zealand breeds, and she is bored with
the laconic roughness of the Australian men she's met since arriving three
months earlier. Charlie is different, he oozes a seductive European charm. He
looks romantic and is obviously prepared to do whatever it takes to get her
attention.
God only knew how much she needed to laugh. In his thick Hungarian
accent he asked her to have dinner with him and, while she was considering
her response, he lowered his big brown eyes and puckered his lips saying, "You
have zee bootivul moo-cow eyes." She doesn't mean to laugh at his accent, but
she can't help it; he laughs with her, and she says, "Oh, come on, Charlie, you'll
have to do better than that." Charlie is quick to reply, "I zink I in love vit you."
Charlie is hot-blooded, too, which she discovers that very night, a night of
passion that seals their fate as lovers first, then husband and wife. The heat of
the physical attraction that slaps them together that first night is the rapturous
side of a two-edged blade. The underside is just as powerful, a destructive brew
of passion mixed with incompatibility that would surely have kept a more levelheaded pair apart.
Just two days after they meet Rosina realizes that the mounting feeling of vulnerability she'd become aware of over the past few weeks is because she is already
eight weeks pregnant by a jackaroo at Thylungra. Charlie says he doesn't care.
"There you are," Charlie's voice pulls me back. "I was wondering where
you'd disappeared to."
"Too much barrack," I mutter, holding out my empty glass to him for a refill.
"Pretty good, isn't it?" he laughs. "Mik's showing the video of Dad's visit
to Hungary if you want to see it."
We go back in, but there are too many people crowded around the screen,
and Mile's already given me a copy to take home, so I go to look at the old
photos again. We're all there, all his children and grandchildren, his wife, and
the photo of him as a soldier is there too. The one missing is that of his great
love, my mother.
The wedding photo. Dad mailed it to me less than a month ago, "To keep
it safe," he'd scrawled on the note attached. It must be nearly fifty years old. I
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couldn't look at it without thinking of their marriage of twenty years, all
crushed, faded, bruised, and torn.
I can remember looking at the photo when I was a little girl, before I knew
there was anything wrong with their marriage, back when they were just my
mummy and daddy. My little-girl eyes saw nothing but the most beautiful
mummy in the world. She looked like Snow White with her milk white skin,
raven black hair, and dark ruby lips-the perfect arch of her brows highlighting
the fine line of her cheeks and deep dark eyes.
I've looked at this photo a thousand times, but I'd never looked as closely
as I did when it appeared in the mail. I stared at it for so long I think I fell into
some kind of weird trance. The image of my mother was so luminous, so
striking, that she always stole my attention, and I'd seen nothing but her beauty.
I now know that her gown was rented, and what looks like a white church
wedding was anything but. They are standing in the foyer of a registry office in
Melbourne on February 6, 1958. My mother stands facing the camera square
on, wearing a hip-length veil and a long, white, lace gown with a train that
flows forward and to her right. Her ill-fitting bodice does little to flatter her
buxom figure, although at five months pregnant, she had greater things at stake
than vanity. In her clasped hands she's holding a white horseshoe and a bouquet of white roses tied with a thick white ribbon. Her hands are resting on
top of her belly, a belly that carries within it a baby girl, not my father's, who
will be given up for adoption four months later, on the day she is born.
My father stands at her side. He's looking straight at the camera, but he
stands at an angle facing my mother. His left hand is resting on a wooden table
directly behind him. He wears a white rose in his lapel, and his right arm hangs
straight at his side; you can just see the curl of his hand in the shadows between
their bodies. He does not have his arm around the waist of his bride. His shoes
look so black and new and shiny he must have polished them for hours. The
light must have been coming from behind my father's left shoulder, because
there is a black line on the inside of my mother's white gown, on her left side,
where he is casting his shadow.
Strange how it's not until I'm twice the age she is in this wedding photo
that I look at it close enough to see how peculiarly asymmetrical her face
looks. I cover half her face with a small piece of paper so I can see only the half
closest to my father. This side of her face is slightly lower than the other half;
the arch of the eyebrow is not quite so pronounced. Her eye on this side is
darker and heavier and sees with a distant sadness, and the corner of her mouth
on this side has the tiniest little dip. Overall, the twenty-one-year-old girl you
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see on this side of the photo is sad and tired.
I cover the right side of the photo with the paper, and a different girl
appears in the other half of her face. She looks younger, prouder, more playful,
almost cheeky, and definitely more beautiful. I do not recognize this woman
and this man as my parents. This is especially true of my father. I remember my
mother remarking, "My, look how handsome he was!" when we once looked
at this photo together. I look at it now and I do not see handsome. Is it just a
matter of taste, or is it that I now know too much about him? Or is it just that
thing about different looks being considered attractive in different eras? Maybe
it's all of the above.
Aside from the obvious protruding ears, I do not like his mouth. It is mean,
and he has a thin, cruel upper lip. I don't like the blackness in his eyes, either.
The black of my mother's eyes looks sexy, melancholy, and brooding, but the
blackness in his eyes looks blank, cold, and empty. But then I blink and look
closer, and no, I am wrong, the blackness in his eyes looks like fear. He is afraid
of what? Is he wondering how a husband is supposed to look, wondering how
he got so lucky, wondering if he will have his dream come true? Then, I blink
again and the blackness in his eyes looks like intensity, like passion, and for an
instant I think I see his face lift up from the photo as if he is corning alive, and
it softens, his mouth smiles, for the briefest moment of imagined time he
comes alive, at that age, and I feel like I'm meeting him for the first time as she
did, and yes, indeed, he is breathtakingly handsome.
I see the blinding white flash reflecting off the photographer's oversized
umbrella. The couple fall from their formal pose, exhausted by the oppressive
heat, he pulls at his collar and she tugs at her bodice. "Let's get out of this
clobber," she laughs, as she throws her bouquet into the air above her head with
gay abandon. His face melts into a ravenous smile, and he scoops his bride into
his arms and whispers, lips touching hers, "Yes, let's get out of these clothes,
Mrs. Hegedus."
"Kinchem, we're having a photo before you have to leave." Mik pulls me
to the center of the room, now half empty. A camera flashes. It's time to leave.
We're all in the car, they're driving me back to the airport. I have the slides.
The barack gives us the courage to say the unsaid, and my sister and I lock
horns. We argue about his ashes. My brothers are pale and silent. I keep
repeating, "He told me to bury his ashes in the soil on my farm." I look to
Charlie, "You know what he wanted." He nods.
"But his ashes should go back to Budapest, we should scatter them in the
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river, he'd want that." She refuses to hear me.
"But it's not what he wanted," I say again, "and he wanted me to have the
slides."
She shrieks from the back seat, "I'm the oldest; I should have them!" I turn
back to her, staring with a coldness I don't recognize, and scream back, ''I'm
taking them. You can't stop me. You weren't interested in him when he was
alive; why should you have them?" She'd lived so close to him and yet hadn't
visited him, didn't care about him. She didn't need to move to the other side
of the world to get away. She'd always been able to cut him off, keep him out
of her life in a way I never could, and now she wants his slides. "Fuck you," I
say to her, and before I turn back to see her face frozen in shock I know my
words, like ice blades, have cut deep wounds. I can never take them back. She
doesn't reply.
This is how I leave my sister and brothers to board the plane for home. I
take the slides, some old photos and letters, his pipe, and his old suitcase full of
clothes. I also take home his black homburg hat.

Damn ... Goddamn, they find me no matter where I hide! When I least expect
them, they appear. Fear spears my belly. My men in black hats are back.
I see them from my balcony. This time there are at least fifty of them that I can see,
and some are talking on cell phones, so there must be more elsewhere. They are the faceless men in identical black hats and suits from Magritte's paintings-only mine wear
long black coats and homburg hats, not suits and bowlers. Mine look more sinister.
They have been chasing me for years. They are always trying to get me, to kill me,
constantly designing new tortures for me, and the more they come to know me, the worse
the tortures become. One by one they discover my deepest fears, they know what would
be my cage of rats to feast upon my face. They will never stop chasing me, but even so
I never stop running, never surrender. But I live in fear, watching over my shoulder, alert
for signs, ready to run at any time.
I see them, in a line, moving toward the front of my building from a block or so
away. They gather directly below me. They are individual men, but they move as if they
are one long snake.
They stop at the entrance to my building, peifectly evenly spaced, six feet apart. The
first one turns his head looking back at those following, and with two .fingers he taps the
front brim of his hat. At this signal they instantly disperse, as if they are ants scattering
from a drop of water. Scattering and regrouping simultaneously, they begin to file in
through the entrance to my building. I have only two or three minutes to get away.
I have to run. Once again I've been lulled into thinking I am scife. When will I ever
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learn that they will never go away?
I run through the living room without making a sound as if slipping through time,
and in lanky, weightless strides I fly down the hall to the elevator. I punch at the "up"
button over and over, screaming at the elevator button, lit up and glowing in the dim blue
light surrounding me.
"Come on ... come on!" I repeat over and over, out loud, my voice sharp, getting
louder with each word. I stamp my foot as if that will make the elevator come quicker.
Why am I going up? Why go to the roof, where will I go from there? I know they will
find me up there. Why am I going up? I hate it in films when the person being chased
goes up, I scream at the TV, "You idiot! Where are you running to?" Now I'm the idiot.
At last, I make it to the roof It is freezing cold, but there is not a breath of wind.
I am quiet as the stillness that surrounds me. Suddenly the weight of the immense blackness above me descends, becomes my shroud. The building beneath my feet is a tower of
steel and cement, but above me there is nothing. Space. I am all that separates the void
above from the world below. My inability to bear this explodes ruthlessly in my consciousness, and a wail rises from my groin to my throat, confirming my greatest fear. I am
ultimately and entirely alone in this life and always will be.
My anguish forms the word "No!"
I hear the door behind me opening and know they have found me, my men in black hats.
4. Chicago to Tasmania (Australia) ...
9,900 miles (as the crow flies) ... August 2003
"What were you like when you were my age, Mum, in the olden days?"
my daughter asks. "Not like you," I say, and we laugh. Shannon is only eleven
and at five foot six she is long, lean, and blonde like her father. Shannon has a
grace born of a blend of worldliness and girlish naivete. Compared to me at
her age, she lives a fairy-tale life of luxury and travel. Her first passport is full,
whereas I'd only traveled by plane once by the time I was eleven. Her starting
point in life is the result of my dreams. Hers is the childhood I dreamed of as
I pasted magazine cutouts in my scrapbooks, pictures from Home Beautiful,
Dolly Magazine, and Women~ Weekly. The world in my scrapbooks was crisp and
bright, compared to the foggy, sunless days of my real childhood .
In Chicago, as I'd flicked through the box of photos brought back from
Dad's funeral, I was transporte d back to our old home in Tasmania. There had
been some sunny days after all. There was a photo of me at thirteen, watching
Dad cook a barbeque, we're both watching the grill, both smiling ear to ear.
It's a light and breezy summer day, I've just got back from a swim at the river,
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and my hair hangs long and damp, almost to my waist. I remember the feeling
of being with him when he was happy and carefree. Nothing felt as good as
those moments, connected in laughter. His hair is often wild in the old photos.
Back then, in the seventies, he was an entrepreneu r and dabbling inventor, wild
hair and manic smile with impish, little-boy charm, short, but strong as a horse,
all sinewy muscle, if somewhat peanut-shap ed because of a bulge on his belly
from a burst hernia.
He called his business "Charlie Fluf," and that's what the town named him
too: Charlie Fluf. We had a family factory in the back sheds and made fluffy
gray insulation out of paper pulp mixed with a fire-retardant, vermin-resis tant,
borax-chem ical cocktail. He built a "blower" inside the back of an old Bedford
truck and pumped the fluff into the roofs of houses.
The town welcomed him: paper recycling was very progressive. He amused
them with his self-deprecating humor, antics that come naturally to those born
to bow to the ruling class. A hundred-yea r-old heritage of Hungarian peasant
stock served him well and won him the approval he sought.
He starred in his own advertiseme nt on TV, lying in a bathtub of gray fluff.
With the precision timing of a professional clown, he leapt up in a cloud of
fluff, wearing nothing but gray boxer shorts and a grin stretched across his
cheeky baby face. His hernia bump stood pert, bulging.
In our tiny rural world he was a celebrity-C harlie Fluf-and my sister
and brothers and I were the little flufs.
There are photos of the old house, unchanged for seventy years before we
renovated. Each photo, each room, flooded with memories.
The photos, with their memories, beckoned me home.
I can't show Shannon what I was like, way back then, but I can show her
the world I lived in. I drive her through the roads of my childhood. Snaking
rivers cut through the old hills, all green and soggy from recent floods. Winters
in Tasmania are always soaking wet, ravaged by the notorious Roaring Forties,
a current of fierce winds that circle the globe, whipping up arctic flows, whipping up the harshest winters in Australia.
We drive her to the village of St Leonards on the outskirts of Launceston.
"Well it's not Lake Shore Drive, that's for sure. Where is everybody?" she asks.
"There were more sheep than cars here when I went to school," I tell her.
Walking home from school, I could find myself caught in a river of sheep
rushing wildly by, climbing over each other in a state of panic, with mortal fear
flashing in their bulging eyes. There was fear in the eyes of the people in this

Kinchem Hegedus

123

village too, as they gawked at their new neighbors, fear of the unknown. They
were bred from deep roots in solid ground, thick with traditional rural history.
But their farms were being sold and cut up, and time and economics forced
these people to swallow strangers. Though not to blame, we were a reminder
of their loss. My family were pioneers. An outpost like Tasmania always grows
in waves. First came the convicts, then the second big wave of the migrants in
the aftermath ofWorld War II. We were the third wave, a trickle of newcomer s
who welcomed the softening of the rural economy and the opening up of the
land. Now there is another, a new wave of people moving out of the big cities,
downsizin g in search of a simpler life.Yet Tasmania is still not used to migrants,
and the Europeans who came in the forties and fifties are still called foreigners.
I was nine when my family moved from New Zealand to this tiny island. We
were as displaced as garlic in an English kitchen. We wore ridiculously outdated
clothes and spoke with strange accents. At my new school I had to walk around
the tennis court a hundred times saying, "The rain in Spain falls mainly on the
plain," with a good strong Aussie accent. The New Zealand accent was not
acceptable, any more than my father's heavy Hungarian tongue. This was my
world when I was nine, the state Australia was ashamed of, the butt ofjokes about
inbred half-wits, convicts, and dumb greenies. Tasmania was twenty years behind
mainland Australia, which was fifty years behind the rest of the western world. I
didn't belong, didn't fit in, and didn't want to. It was like living in the olden days,
a place where time isn't swift and slippery like it is in the city. Here time is thick
and sticky. I stayed only as long as I had to, escaping, finally, at seventeen.
When Shannon was nine our family moved to Chicago, and by then she'd
already lived in Sydney, Singapore, and New York. Nine thousand miles away
in Chicago, time is slick and slides like smooth soles on ice.
"No, I wasn't like you," I tell her, "I was a shy country girl."
"Yeah, right!" She doesn't believe me.
This time is just for us, Shannon and me. This is what I tell myself, tell her,
tell my husband. But there is something else. Sometime s I think I dreamed the
whole thing up. There are no slides of the dark times. Memories of my childhood dance and merge with varying perception s of truth. Was it real? I don't
know what to believe, what are the facts, what I may have made up.Why would
I lie to myself? I want to see this house, this place, to see what it's really like.
I'm surprised how well I still know the route from the airport. Like the
touch of a lover from years past, a memory stored in my body somewher e, is
brought back to life by proximity. My body starts reacting to being here, belly
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rumbling, nerves tingling, everything is brighter, louder, sharper than usual. An
old familiar panic seeps in. I breathe in deep and let instinct take over, don't
think about when to turn or which road to take. I know the way, but everything looks smaller. I have a sudden urge to flee, right back to the airport, leap
onto the nearest plane and scream, "Get me outta here! I don't belong!" I tell
myself: ''I'm only driving through. I don't have to get back inside this world,
I'm just looking, simply traveling on the outside rim, peering in. I'm getting
out tomorrow."
Still I feel strangely unhinged.
My memories of this place are a tangle of dense vines, long grass, and thick
clumps of twisted trees, yet everything I see is neat and groomed.
The picnic grounds at the river where I'd spent my summers are clipped
bare. Trees lined the banks in those summer days, knee-high grass flowed all the
way to the edge of the car park, and old cow tracks twisted along the banks, in
between the trees, leading to the best places to get to the water. I knew the
tracks so well that I could run them with my eyes closed, breath wild and heart
leaping in play. I was chasing, fleeing, hiding, hurrying, toes curling into dust
or mud, holding on to tufts of grass along the way. Now it's all straight lines.
The Tarzan rope still swings on the old gum tree. Twenty-five years on, and
it still leans over the water, poised on an impossible angle, as if frozen in the
moment of falling. The river. This is where I hid in the grass and let Dean
Fricker find me and kiss me when I was twelve.
I drive her up the hill to my old house. It's still there, set back a little, but
clearly visible from the road. First glance and I know its soul is gone. The
paving we laid still leads to the front door. We used convict-mad e bricks that
Dad found when he rebuilt the house foundations. You can tell convicts made
them because each red mud brick is etched with a mark, either a thumbprint
or an arrow. Dad put all the bricks convict mark up, in the center of the path
in the front yard. Mum planted wildflowers along the sides.
I can see from the road that the back sheds are gone. A hundred years ago
the sheds housed the laundry, with a copper tub heated by a wood fire, the stables, storerooms, hay sheds, carriage house, and meat-safe. It was my favorite
playground, a labyrinth, endless supply of cub by houses. The best cub by was the
one I had in the old meat safe-long and narrow and white with shelves for
my treasures; its walls were twelve inches (three bricks) thick, the door an
inch of steel, hung light enough to swing with my pinky, steel rings in the
ceiling where I hung decorations once swung with dead animals stuck with
steel hooks. The thought of those gory, skinless carcasses was chilling, but the
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solitude I found there made it a haven of peace to me. With the door closed it
was the only place on our little farm where you couldn't hear Dad's booming
voice. But Shannon's heard all about my cubby houses before, she looks bored
now, and there's nothing to see anyway-the sheds are all gone.
The gardens and sheds are gone, but the new owners haven't stripped the
old house of her charm. Metal lacework still trims the verandah, and the old
doorbell is still there, too. A red metal knob outside is connected to a long wire.
I show Shannon, pointing where it runs up to a brass bell the size of a teapot,
on top of the door, inside.You pull the knob and the bell rings; I tell her, listen,
like an old cowbell. I pause a moment, wondering, God knows who might be
inside, and then I pull the bell. We wait and look around.
The verdant gardens are gone, patches of earth now barren brown. Dad's
vegetable garden was the size of our house. We'd sit in the dirt, all sticky from
eating sweet red tomatoes. We picked sugar peas and corn, so irresistible that
half the basket was eaten before it even reached the kitchen. The orchard
behind the house spilled over with peaches, apricots, figs, and plums. Fennel,
asparagus, and rhubarb grew in the long grass between the trees. My mother's
flower gardens were as beautiful as Dad's were delicious-w ild splashes of
color, springing in all directions, completely opposite in style to the tame
granny gardens in our neighbors' yards.
No answer at the front door. I'm disappointed , yet maybe a tinge relieved.
Shannon looks disappointed; it's not what she wanted to see, she's bored. "It's
cold," she says, hoping I'll give it up and take her to a nice warm hotel. But I
take her by the hand, dragging her, "Come and have a quick look out the back,
then we'll go."There's no answer at the back door either. No one's home.
"Come and see the paddocks," I call, wandering off The gate's locked, but
I point to the creek, the pine trees, and where the cow sheds used to be. There's
a road now, where the creek once ran, and the blackberry bushes that lined its
banks are gone, summer's blackberries that pricked our fingers and stained our
lips purple-blue. I show her the fence where I slipped from the saddle and
broke my arm. She laughs and rolls her eyes at the thought of her mother being
so silly, so clumsy, riding a saddle on a fence.
An old man appears, bent over, shriveled, dressed in layer upon layer of
faded hand-knitted sweaters. He pants, nodding, catching his breath before he
speaks. He's obviously tottered all the way to the front and back, leaning on his
walking stick. He's so old, the thought crosses my mind, can he be the same
man my father sold the house to twenty-five years ago? "Charlie! Yes, yes!" he
says, "Yes, I bought the place off Charlie-co me in, come in." Apparently they'd
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become friends, Dad and the old man, and kept in touch over the years. We
follow him in, my gaze racing ahead of me in anticipation. ''I'm sorry it's so
cold," he says. "It's just me these days, so I only heat one room." I almost forget
that Shannon is there, she tags along behind me, then I look back and give her
my, Isn't this exciting? look, and she responds with a moderately interested, Yeah,
sure expression. Maybe she's just happy to get inside to the one warm room.
I prattle on nervously, listing my memories aloud. "The wallpaper, the paneling, the pantry ..."
The back entrance is just as I recall, the brown wallpaper, the wood paneling, the pantry outside the kitchen door. The shelves in the pantry are empty
now, but they'd been lined with rainbow-col ored preserves back then, colors
of summer's harvest preserved for dark wintry days like today. The stair to the
kitchen creaks, and I remember that it always did, making it impossible to sneak
in unnoticed.
And then, it's as if I never left-twenty -five years vanished in a beat. I walk
into a museum. This was my home.
One by one we'd left until my father was the only one left. He couldn't
stand being alone, so he'd sold the house. He sold it lock, stock, and barrel, on
a "walk in, walk out" basis. He took his clothes, some kitchen things and linen,
and left the rest. I heard years later he'd left all our things there, but I'd never
imagined this. It looks as if the house itself has been preserved, as it was, since
then. Last time I was there, twenty-five years ago, I leaned on the kitchen cupboards, talking to my sister on the phone that still hangs on the wall. I told her
I was going to Darwin, as far north as I could go, as far away as I could be.
Whilst talking to her, I'd traced my finger around the three-foot-h igh map of
Tasmania that still hangs on the wall behind the kitchen door. I know already
that I want this house back.
He takes us on a tour, this old man, the caretaker of my childhood home.
The same wallpaper on all the walls, the floral browns, the orange and gold of
the seventies.A kitsch round copper plate still hangs in the family room, a koala
embossed into its form. Dad's Jason recliner and our sofas, and the same carpet
are still there. I'm standing in the middle of the room, in silence. The shock is
surreal, and I react as I always do when faced with difficult emotions. I shut
them down.
Shannon asks the old man, "You collect clocks?" He's on Dad's recliner
chair, leaning forward, hands cupped on top of the walking stick propped
between his legs. I'd not noticed the clocks, until Shannon pointed to them,
dozens of them, shiny modern clocks, antique wooden clocks, a cuckoo clock,
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even a baby grandfather standing beside the TV These are the only objects that
I don't recognize as ours. Shannon turns her back on the old man, raising her
eyebrows into her, "He's loco," expression. Maybe she's right. It's as if the old
man had been watching the time, waiting all these years for me to return.
The seagrass matting we'd all loved so much, back then, now looks
stretched and thin in the passage between the bedrooms. The two framed
cupids are still there above the phone where they'd always been. I'd stared at
them for hours while I'd talked to Anna Cox about boys and dreams of bigger
lives for hours on end. I saw the prized carved silk rugs from China, one in the
dining room, the other through French doors into the lounge; the doors from
the old town library, bought at an auction, made the rooms look very grand; as
did Mum's piano, where she played "Lara's Theme" from Dr. Zhivago, for hours
and hours on end; the Encyclopedia Britannica still on the bookshelves, and the
upholstered dining room chairs that match the chaise lounge that no one ever
sat on. Mum's peacock purple bedroom that was furnished at the height of our
wealth with purple shag pile carpet, even in the ensuite; purple shantung silk
bedspread and matching drapes, now filmy thin and torn falling away where
the light gets in; the shape of a head, her wig stand, still sits on her dresser; and
still furnished in the same heavy teak furniture.
I give a commentary for Shannon; the words help to push down the
swelling in my throat:" ... and this bathroom used to be the maid's room, there
was a line of bells on wires running through the house, attached to a knob in
every room." She moves slowly and nods as if in a gallery, listening attentively
to a tour guide, careful not to walk beyond the ropes. I hold her hand as I lead
her down the hallway. "Your hands are shaking," she whispers.
"And this was my bedroom ..." No one lives here now; boxes are stacked
on both beds, my bed, with my patchwork cover, opposite my sister's. My
wardrobe, my drawers, my dresser-wha t's in the drawers? My clothes, my treasures, my diaries? I was on a road trip when the house was sold so had no
chance to collect anything I wanted to keep. Is everything that I thought was
lost still here? Then I am hit by the sight of my baby doll sitting on a box on
the bed. My arm jerks out to pick her up, but I don't move, as if in a dream
where I want to move but can't. She's still got that patch of tape on her hard
bald head. She's wearing the blue chiffon dress, gathered at the waist, with a frill
around the bottom. Our dolls had dresses that matched our own; the blue
chiffon dresses were cut from my mother's debutante gown, the one her father
bought for her, the one she chose herself.
Shannon follows my gaze to the doll and her long frame unfolds from the
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gradual slump she'd drifted into; she picks up the doll and floats around the
room. Her eyebrows are scrunched, as if she's only now seeing me as a child,
as if she's trying to remember the old photos she's seen of the mousy, shy, little
girl always squinting into the camera. I am quiet and can't be the tour guide
anymore. Can I take my doll, or is it his? The old man owns her now. Can I
look in my drawers? Can I lie on my bed? Shannon passes me the doll, asking,
"Can we go now?" I put the doll back where she was. I feel giddy. As I lean
back on my dressing table, my hand knocks something over, and I pick it up: a
little china bear, a birthday present from my best friend Anna when I was
eleven or twelve, "friends forever" are the words engraved below its feet. All
my ornaments are still on my dresser, little figurines, dainty boxes, a handpainted candlestick. Has someone picked these up and dusted beneath them for
twenty-five years? Why would they do that? The old man is alone now, but his
wife only died five years ago. What sort of woman would leave someone else's
child's ornaments on the dresser in an unused room for twenty years? Their
own children were already grown when they moved in, when our family was
broken and scattered.
When it's time to leave I ask the old man if he wants to sell the house; he
says he'll think about it and writes down his phone number. But the way his
grip on his walking stick hardens until his knuckles are white tells me he's just
like Dad, he wants to die here, not in a nursing home. He'd rather die alone, in
his home, even if he can't look after himself as well as he'd like to. He says we
can come back any time, and I promise him we will. Shannon laughs when
we're back in the car, "Wait 'til Dad hears we're buying this house!"We drive
on in silence for a while, then Shannon speaks first, "Well that was spooky; you
sure looked weirded out, Mum." "That was my doll!" I said, shaking my head
as if trying to wake up. "Yeah! So why didn't you take it?" She asks. "I don't
know, too weirded out, I guess." "Turn the headlights on, Mum, it's dark." She
changes the subject, ''I'm starved."
Shannon sleeps as I drive on to Hobart, two hours away. Coldplay sing "My
House" on the radio and I turn it up and let my tears trickle down my cheeks
and into the corners of my mouth, walking through the house in my mind.
But the picture I see is the house before it was renovated, when we first moved
in. The road moves beneath the car, the villages roll past, and I pad about the
house in bare feet, from room to room. Shannon sleeps in peace in the back
seat. When I get to the golden open plains ofTasmania's central plateau, I find
myself in the kitchen.
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My father stands like a stunted mountain of stone in the middle of the
kitchen. The floorboards are bare and there are no kitchen benches, just an old
pine table with wooden fruit crates stacked along the back for shelves. The old
porcelain sink is stained yellow, tucked into the corner between the big windows and the slow combustion stove that we used for cooking and heating
water. A steel blue water cylinder is connected to the stove with copper pipes
and taps. The pipes sing so loud and strong each morning that you'd swear there
was a train barreling through the next room. Diagonally opposite the water
heater stands a chrome kitchen table with a green marble top, and six chrome
chairs with gray/ green vinyl seats stand in disarray around its edges. It's a big
room, big enough to stretch out your arms and spin around without touching
a thing.
"Did he shit his pants again or not?" Dad's voice booms.
"He's still a baby, Charlie," Mum answers.
I'm sitting at the kitchen table in my shorty-pajamas, eating my toast and
swinging my legs and hadn't noticed him in the room. At the sound of his
voice, that tone, my stomach drops to my bowels and I know that the pale
yellow morning will soon turn black and red.
I want to run, but my little brother Mik is blocking the doorway. He's
standing in a growing puddle of his own pee and it makes a little gushing,
trickling noise, spilling down his naked little legs. His knees squeeze tight and
he cups his little hands over his naked genitals.
Dad looks from Mum to Mik, and he starts to shake when he sees his son
standing in his gray elephants pajama top, his little face curled up in fear. Dad's
eyes glaze black, and he lunges at little Mik. Mum jumps between them, and a
cruel, crooked smile forms on Dad's lips. He bounces up and down on the spot
in tiny little jumps, like a boxer, and starts screaming at her in Hungarian.
"Go on, hit me, you bastard," she yells.
"You asking for it, hey? Yeah, well you gunna get it, too." Then his words
get lost in Hungarian again.
I'm sitting sideways in my chair and see Mik backing into the space behind
the partially opened door and the wall, and as he moves he leaves dragging wet
little footprints on the dusty wooden boards. Before he disappears into the
shadow, I see his pudgy pink face, pinched together, making dimples and bumps
so that his tears flow all over his face. His squinty eyes are fixed on Dad. Mik's
hair is still white with soft fluffy baby curls. His hands still clutch his genitals.
I can only see Dad's back. Mum is facing me, only four or five feet away,
but neither sees me. He grabs her ear with his left hand; she struggles but he
holds tight and punches her in the face with his right fist. Her body falls limp
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to the floor, her hands covering her eye and cheek, as if her puppeteer had just
let go of her strings. She's falling, falling, falling, and her eyes bulge and her
mouth drops open. A noise wells up from deep inside her and tears through
her throat; when it reaches her silent, gaping mouth it grows until it fills the
room. The empty, blood-red groan, hollow and mushrooming, sounds like a
serrated knife and cuts through my heart. I want to scream at him, "Stop, stop,
stop!" But I do nothing, too scared to move, frozen as in nightmares where
your body turns to lead. I do nothing. Say nothing.
"You bastard," her voice scratches through her breathlessness, and she pulls
herself into a ball, lying on her side on the floor. The only sound is her gasping
breath. She lies, without her realizing, in the puddle of warm piss. He kicks her
in the stomach and her body jerks inwards again, then he pivots on the ball of
one foot and kicks her in the bum, swinging his leg way back to make sure
she's going to feel it for a long, long time to come.
It did happen, just like that; it wasn't a dream, and I didn't make it up. I
remember that every day for the next two weeks I had to come home from
school at lunch time to see if Mum needed anything at the shops. She couldn't
go outside until the swollen black and blue turned purple and yellow and then
faded enough for her to wear her big black sunglasses.
I sent the old man a letter when we got back to Chicago, with a photo of
him standing next to Shannon under the brick archway built in the family
room by my father. There are black ink marks on the bricks, everyone's names
and heights recorded in October, 1978; Mum, Dad, my sister, my brothers,
everyone except me. Shannon is already taller than all of them. I ring the old
man's son from time to time, and we talk about what it's like to have an aged
father who refuses to leave the house even though he's too old to live alone.
But this old man is surrounded by his children and grandchildren, and they
take turns visiting him to run errands, do his laundry, clean his house, and cook
his meals. I asked about going back for my doll, and looking in my cupboards
to see if my diaries are where I left them. He said yes, I'll go back to my room
to collect my doll. Perhaps my scrapbooks are still piled up under the bed.
I may never buy the house. I thought I wanted it back, to make it mine, to
make it pretty and have my mother live there so she can make it hers, make
peace with her past. I wanted to send my children there to stay with their
grandmother in the house I grew up in. But Mum doesn't want to live there.
She's moved on, she lives in a community she loves, with friends who think
she's just wonderful, and a lifestyle of gardening and music and singing and
dancing and plenty of sunshine. She doesn't want to live through any more
harsh Tasmanian winters.
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What I want now is to stop searching for a place to rest, to stop restlessly
moving from one cubby house to another, and to create a home back in
Australia where I do have family, where there are people I've known for most
of my life, where I'm not a stranger. I want the gypsy's curse to end with me
and not be passed on to my children. I want them to have a real home, to know
where they belong, to know they are part of a big family, including mine, my
husband's and all of our relations overseas. I want to make peace with my sister,
to spend more time with my brothers and my mother, to hear her stories, and
for my children to hear them too.
And I want to travel back to Hungary with my Aunt Sharika. After Dad's
funeral I rang her from Chicago, and she invited me to visit her in Philadelphia.
We only stayed for one Saturday night, for she is old now, and I have a threeyear-old boy who will wreak havoc in his path, exploring with such vigor that
it's exhausting to watch. Charlotte and Walter never had children, so our visit
could have been a disaster. But it was a delight, a gift, a promise of hope for a
family life that is not just a repeat of the pattern I thought I was chained to.
Aunt Charlotte is four foot eleven inches tall. Looking in her eyes is like
looking into my father's eyes, not simply because they appear the same, but
because they contain the same exuberance and naughty wit. That glint is
unmistakable. She is the embodiment of my father's most endearing characteristics, without his anger, his cruelty, but with the added, refined feminine charm
that is Aunt Charlotte. She escaped Hungary to England, so she speaks with a
British accent. She is the elegant, unharmed, female version of my father.
We have barely begun to share our stories, Aunt Charlotte and I. She told
me she was shocked by the depth of grief she experienced with my father's
death, she wants to know more about him; she wants to read my stories, she
wants to know me. In each other we have found a link that we didn't even
know was missing.
This summer, Aunt Charlotte is selling her house in Hungary. This may be
the last time she goes home. Walter has been ill and may not travel again. We
are making plans to go together, my first trip to Hungary, and her last. She
wants to show me the village my father came from, to introduce me to my
family, and to show me the house where she and my father were born.
Maybe now I can finally stop my roaming about, stop looking for the
imaginary worlds of my scrapbooks where everything is pretty, and where there
is no fear. I may not belong to the greatest family in the world, but just like a
loyal member of a lowly football club, I can always give my heart, no matter
how many times we lose a game. Why? Real stories, like real people and real
life, are all about such things.
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Kentucky Blues Man
Benjamin Smithson

WHEN

I WAS

ON THE TEETERING EDGE OF THIRTEEN, THE MOVIES WAS THE PLACE

to be. If you sat next to the right, willing, little girl, you might get a handful of
young, undeveloped breast, but if you only got one of those French kisses, don't
get down on yourself, young fella, the night was still a success. Say by dumb,
blinding, miracle chance you fingered a girl-stand up, accept your golden
crown and welcome to the throne, my newly accomplished friend, you were
the fucking undisputed king while all your flunky friends bowed and smelled
your royal finger.
Now, on this certain night in my fading memory, I recall standing outside
the movie theater waiting for my old lady (mom, not wife). This movie theater, the only one in our little hole on the map, sat at the outskirts of a small,
quiet, Kentucky town-far enough out that the hills and woods were visible.
It had only three movie screens, but that was a lot to us-almost as big a deal
as getting a Super Wal-Mart. The building seemed monstrous-the whole front
was windows; the concession area had ceilings that must've been thirty feet
high with chandeliers that had to have been made from the world's finest
crystal. It stood alone. The only thing close to the theater was a rundown barbecue joint that old men played poker in at night-it looked like an oversized
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outhouse, even had the carved-out moon on the door. So looking into a black
forest, I stood on the curve with all my friends, probably a good thirty feet from
the group of giggling girls we had just made moves on. We'd shot carefully
timed glances over at them, specifically the ones we tried to manually penetrate, giving 'em one of those looks like, "Yeah, baby, I went for it, you shut me
down, but by God I'll try again and again, and you know I will, 'cause you're
over there smiling,just thinking about it." But one by one, minivan-by-station
wagon, the girls who unknowingly introduced us to jacking off fourteen times
a day were getting picked up by their fathers, who should've hated us.
When out amongst friends, we boys would tell our parents to pick us up
a little later, ya know, we had to have time to debrief each other on our sexual
success during the duration of whatever fine film we attended.
"Lemme smell it, Goddamn it!" my lifelong friend Franky would say,
trying not to yell.
"No, Franky, she's right over there ... is she look.in'?"
"No, of course not, why would she be looking over here?"
"'Cause I just had my hand in her lunch box, you idiot!"
"Well ... just ... act like you're picking my nose for me."
"OK, ready ..."
Then, poor, deprived Franky would grab my hand and try to swallow my
middle finger, the smell of it for him like whiskey is for some men (and Roger
Rabbit)-it made him crazier than a God-damned bird. Ten years later, Franky
would be incarcerated and sentenced to twenty-five years in the Marion
Tennessee State hoosegow for rape.
But before Franky or I or anybody went to prison, throughout all these
wonderful adolescent times, I always hoped my mom would come last, because
I felt certain she would be drunk. I was consistently right, as was the case on
this night. Dark as it may have been, I could see her from at least a half mile
away. The swerving two headlights blew her ingenious cover. She careened that
boat of a car, the valiant Oldsmobile "Blue Goose" Delta 88, into the parking
lot with a loud, smoky squeal of the tires, and the old gal wasn't slowing down
if Jesus Christ himself was lying in the path of those worn tires. After missing
two light poles by less than four feet, she hummed up to the curve where there
were still about five of my buddies and six or seven of the girls. The old gal just
wasn't late enough.
"Boy oh boy, she sure is in a hurry. Dinner must be in the old crock pot
getting cold," I said, trying to throw out an excuse for her, although everyone
was surely aware that it was well past dinnertime. But ya know what, a mighty
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damn fine excuse it could have been had she kept her drunk ass in the car. First,
she tried to get out before putting the thing in park, hanging halfway out the
open door while the boat was still moving. When she finally did get out, she
was struggling to stand and not in the least embarrassed by her previous foulup. It was winter, and by no means is a Kentucky winter like Chicago, but it's
still damn cold to us hillbillies. My old lady was wearin' red cutoff sweat pants
and her fucking bra. All my buddies looked in astonishment; they were
hatching eggs out of their eye sockets, until I stared at them with the eye of a
crazed murderer and slapped them in the face. As she leaned against the open
car door, the finger came out, that drunken, fuckin' point she always used to
do.And then the fucking eyes.When she was drunk and pissed (the two seemed
to be a recurring theme, sort of hand in hand, if you will), she would squint
her eyes until they were almost closed and point at me in an accusing way.
"You! You get in this car ... and ... you're gonna do it! ... Right now! ...
Who the hell told you to come to the movie?! Who do you get off thinkin' you
are!?You're nothing close to an adult ... decision ... MAKER!"
"Well, Mom, not only did you tell me I could come, you dropped me off
about two hours ago slick," I said back, wishing I hadn't. I should have just got
in but I'm afraid people have, in the past, referred to me as a smart-lip, maybe
even a little cheeky, and it continuously rings true because I refuse to take the
smallest amount of shit from even the biggest person.
"YOU DON'T DO THAT!!! DON'T TALK TO ME THAT WAY
EVER-GET IN THE CAR! GET IN THE GODDAMN CAR RIGHT ...
THIS ... NOW! DO YOU WANT ME TO PADDLE YOU IN FRONT OF
YOUR LITTLE WHORES!! YOUR LITTLE WHORES MIGHT NOT
LIKEABOYTHAT CRIESWHEN HE GETS PADDLED!!"
Well, I didn't say anything after that. Not that I was afraid my mother
would paddle me. I just knew that if she tried, all my friends would have to see
me beat the Jesus Songbird Christ out of a grown woman, and they might
think I was a little nuts after that. One of my buddies asked me if I wanted to
spend the night with him, and I said no. I did whisper for them please not to
tell their parents about this, although I'm sure they all did.
As tough as I was forced to be, a twelve-year-old kid still gets a little jumpy
in certain situations. The ride home was a terrifying experience for me. Usually
when my mom was drunk we could argue, curse, insult, at least dump some
steam on each other. When I was eleven-through-thir teen years old, I cussed
my mother worse than a farmer cusses a fucking drought. But this particular
night, she couldn't even put together a reasonable sentence. She couldn't even
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hold her head up. The woman was driving her son-me-around, resting her
head on the steering wheel, hitting mailboxes, almost sideswiping cars, running
through red lights where I just decided to wave at the honking oncomers, and
basically scaring the Goddamn camp-fucking-fire outta me. I had a white,
translucent-knuckle d grip on that door handle.
As we turned the corner into our neighborhood, she plowed over the
grassy median, a median that just so happened to be a habitat for young trees
growing all up and down it. She split two of these trees that were not young
enough for a car to run through, skidded the mufiler on the concrete edge of
the median, and somehow, God's the loner on knowing how, found the road
again. I believe perspiration had joined the party by this point. Before we
turned down the alley that ran behind our house, I honestly couldn't distinguish whether or not the dampness in my jockey shorts was from sweat, piss,
or an unpleasant, swampy, humid combination of both.
Our alley was lined with small, aluminum-sided garages-most of which
were white.When we got halfway down it, and as my mom was still mumbling
to herself about the Everly Brothers or her friend Beverly Crouthers, the alley
lit up. Blue and red lights reflected off every one of those white garages. It was
a disco, baby. I thought the old girl's party was permanently over, I thought she
was nabbed, I thought the Man was gonna drag her out into the cold alley, jar
her a few good licks to the head with his hate stick, and slap on a pair of cuffs.
I thought my nightmare was getting near dawn.
She stopped in the alley, stopped mumbling, picked her head up, rolled the
window down, and started thrashing through her purse for a driver's license
that I knew would soon be suspended. After sending lipstick, pens, lighters, a
pint of Smirnoff, a pill bottle, checkbook, and other belongings into the backseat, old Johnny Law was standing at the window.
"Good evenin', ma'am," the cop said as he leaned in the window a little.
He appeared to be your typical, mustached, crewcut, all-American cop who
wore sunglasses at night and got picked on in high school and now had a hardon for everybody, so he's showing 'em what the Junior ROTC taught him to
do, and that is to ENFORCE LAW!! (He probably also wore shorts with his
uniform in the summer, which is quite impossible to take seriously.)
"Hiiiiiii," she said trying to be flirty, but accomplishing something very
short of that.
"Good evenin', ma'am. I'm Officer Hilario, and thanks to my extensive
training as a law man, a law enforcer if you will, I was capable of noticing that
you were swerving back there. Now, I may not be on the detectives' squad, but
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I've paid attention every year of my duty, and I can detect when a person has
been drinking alcoholic beverages and/ or taking drugs, drugs that I should
remind you are illegal. Now, there's a few ways we can do this, the easy way,
the hard way, or the way that's gonna end up with the outline of a body drawn
in chalk on the alley floor ... although I see it is composed of pea gravel which
I would have to assume wouldn't take to chalk very well, but there is more than
one way to outline a body."
"I know, I know. I'm really tired; I had to go pick my son up late, that's him
right over there in the seat there, that's him. I'm usually in bed right now, I'm
sorry, I'm tired, I haven't been drinking, I don't drink, I don't like the taste, it
makes you this, and it makes me that, and some people tend to stir up some
unruliness, but I'm sure a sexy, seasoned policeman like yourself has seen that
sort of thing for years. And years and ..." on she went.
"Why the hell are you wearing shorts and a bra in the middle of
December? To me, that just don't make any sense, none whatsoever, I mean,
come on, lady-what kind of idiot am 1-1 mean-do I look like? I never
thought of myself as an idiot, ma'am, never, not once! So are you gonna sit
there right now," he looked at his watch, "on December the second of nineteen hundred and ninety-three, and tell me that I look like an idiot? I go to
church, ma'am, every Sunday morning, every Sunday night, every Wednesday
night," he started to sweat and adjust his manhood. "Heck, I even go to church
when no one's there. Sometimes I cry, but most of the time I get really upset,
downright pissed, because I realize there is too much crime in this world for
me to fix, so I ask God to be my partner. That's why I don't have a partner in
that 1988 Dodge police cruiser back there behind us, because I went up to the
chief of police and said, 'Chief, I do not want a partner, there will be no room
for him unless he has no qualms sitting in a Holy Lap ... GOD RIDES WITH
ME, GOD'S 12-GAUGE SHOTGUN OF GRACE AND RIGHTEOUSNESS IS
ALL THE BACKUP I NEED! So, now that you know a little more about me and
my life, do you still want to sit there and call me an idiot?" he asked her, obviously staring at her chest for a little longer than I felt comfortable with, but I
kept my mouth shut.
"Well, Occifer, I never not once even entertained that notion of you being
an idiot. I too go to church, three times a day, seven days a week, sometimes I
break in because I have an ongoing love affair with Jesus Christ, I really like his
beard ... and I really like the fact that he is comfortable wearing a gown all the
time, even while starring in the Resurrection."
''I'm gonna need you out of the vehicle, ma'am, and standing face to face
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with the law."
So they stood behind the car for about a minute. I kept looking back-she
was leaning against him, rubbing his chest and trying to lick his badge. Unlike
the no-nonsense law enforcer that I thought we had on our hands, Officer
Reacharound didn't reprimand my mother's drunken come-ons. I think I saw
her grab his dick, which is when he looked through the back windshield at me.
He walked back around to the driver's window and turned on his "Hey, !'ma-nice-police-o fficer-that-only -wants-to-help " voice.
"Hey, little buddy, you're up past curfew tonight huh-Ha Ha Ha Ha." He
was slapping his own knee at that point. "You live right down the alley, right?"
I didn't answer. "Well, why don't you go on home, get ready for bed, your
momma needs a little talk.in' to, some of the good word."
I got out and looked at my mom. She didn't look back, so I started walking
down the alley. Steam was rising up from the gravel; I could see it slithering up
into the long glowing tubes of the headlights. And every step I took, that pea
gravel just crunched under my feet, almost echoed in that silent alley.
"This must be it," I thought. The living hell is over, no more drunken bullshit, no more danger for my little brother or me; yeah, we might have to move
to Chicago with my old man, but how bad could that be? MOMMA IS GOING
TO JAIL! I knew all the church folk would see it in the papers the next
morning. They'd absolutely eat it up. They wouldn't say anything to her about
it, but rest assured, as soon as she passed, they'd talk and talk and talk all about
it. I started imagining my mom in a prison uniform-chain ed by the ankle and
holding a big sledgehammer -taking huge swings at boulders that were the
size of a hippo, and getting lashed when she stopped to wipe the sweat off her
bleeding forehead. I wondered how long she'd be in prison, and if I'd still recognize her when she got out with all her tattoos and her new, rippled physique
from working out in "the yard." (I was still young enough to think that every
arrestable offense meant jail time).
Halfway down the one-block alley, I turned around. I had seen Cops, and
I'd even seen people get pinched in person at the pool hall before, so I knew
what a sobriety test looked like. I didn't, however, understand why the sobriety
test needed to take place on the side of an abandoned garage--and I was even
more confused when I saw that the cop had to guide my mother back there
with his hand on her ass.
I went into our basement, the dankest place I've ever been. The floor was
all uneven, stained, almost-black concrete. After years and years of flooding, the
smell of mildew was embedded in the walls, and in some places the mold had

138

Hair Trigger 27

made pretty pear-like shapes on the doors and walls. I jumped up and sat on
the dryer, thinking about what I should tell my little brother, the hanging light
bulb making me sweat and even more nervous than I was before. What the hell
did Smitty understand about jail? He was only ten. And what the hell did I
know? Shit, I wasn't even thirteen! I had just apparently fingered a girl
(although I couldn't even be a 100 percent certain of that), what the fuck did
I know about life in prison? How the hell would I explain it to him, how the
hell would he react, what questions would a ten-year-old have, and could I
even come close to answering them? As all this is racing through my head, I
hear heavy clunks on the hollow basement steps. A few seconds later, there she
was in all her fucking wonder and glory. She looked very warm for a woman
who had been out in the cold with nothing on but shorts and a bra. Her face
was red, her lips were even redder. Pieces of grass still clung to her knees, and
the ones that had fallen off left a reddish indention that hadn't faded yet. Her
once-beautiful blond hair was twisted, breakable, and looked like dried Spanish
moss before it turns gray. She couldn't look me in the eyes until I jumped down
from the clothes dryer, but even then she had nothing to say.
I went up to bed. Smitty had been home alone the whole time so he was
just glad to see a friendly, sober face. For my mom to get into Smitty's room,
she had to go through mine, so every night I would rip the fake crystal doorknob out of the door. She tried to get in with screwdrivers and nails and force,
but her efforts were usually drunkenly half-assed. Like I mentioned before, I
used to cuss my mother something horrible, and I was only twelve and thirteen years old. When we'd lock her out, the language flew. I remember looking
at myself in the mirror as we would shout through that door. Smitty's little
blond head would be buried behind a red reading pillow, my face would be
blood red, and I meant every Goddamned word that came out no matter how
cruel. Even at thirteen, while shouting "You're a worthless, drunken, fucking,
cunt," I knew it was wrong. Not that I was cussing, but that I had to, and I did
have to because I was a protector. From age eleven to thirteen, I was an army
general, a cook, a fighter, a lover, and a fucking impenetrable brick wall for my
little brother Smitty.
"Benny, will you please sleep on my floor?" That's what would wake me
up in the middle of the night, coming out of the cutest, sweetest little blondheaded, blue-eyed boy ya ever seen. In the mornings, I'd wake up on his cold
floor with sore legs, because throughout the night, my feet had been pressed
firmly against the door just in case the old lady came out of her drunken
slumber, and somehow opened the knobless door to fuck with us. Many times
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she had, but the possibility of it happening was just as stressful and frightening
for Smitty (and me, if I can admit it to myself).
In the mornings, we would walk silently down the stairs.
In the mornings we wouldn't mention the night before, or the unexplained broken things around the house.
In the mornings, I wanted to take the knife my mother was using to cut
country ham and dig it into the middle of her back because I couldn't reach
her throat.
In the mornings, I wanted to put Smitty in our red wagon and pull him to
a huge field that changed colors with the seasons-the one we could see from
the swings in our grandmother's backyard.
In the mornings, we would sit at the breakfast table, stare at the plates, nervously swallow the food, and hear, "You boys want more eggs? No? Ya sure,
honey? OK." We only answered with our heads.
In the mornings we were the happy, God-following, Southern Baptist
family that everyone was supposed to be.
Oh, the Southern Baptists. What a bunch! Understanding, caring, honest,
compassionate -I think I could just go on forever and ever-until the heavens
call out my name and pull me up there by the neck. See, you have to understand how the ways of the Southern Baptist church work. These Bible Belt
maniacs rank way up in the psychotic club with the likes of Hitler, David
Koresh, and Elizabeth Taylor. They are stubborn, stuck in their ways, and they
are all perfect. Their families are all perfect. Their kids are going to be doctors,
lawyers, and youth ministers all at the same time. At any certain point in time,
a Southern Baptist family could have a heroin-addict daughter, rapist father, gay
son, and a mother with a mattress strapped to her back holding a sign that says
"Two Dollars for Two Hours," but you wouldn't know it. Those people don't
discuss anything that is "dirty" in the eyes of the Beholder, and what the fuck
does He behold, anyhow? Nothing, if you ask me.And while you're asking me,
yes, I do hate this breed of religion. Not all of them, but everything they represent ... and 98 percent of them.
But as much as I despised church and the people representing it, I loved
the church picnic. It was way out in the country in the most beautiful state in
the nation, the Bluegrass State. When you turned into the property, a country
dirt road took you through a small pasture where a creek ran right along the
wood line. After ascending a virtually vertical hill, you turned left and there it
was-a lake that was at least ten acres in area, surrounded by nothing but
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woods and hills. And not hills like up here, I mean real Goddamn hills, wavy
hills, a never-ending crowd of wooded camel humps down there in old
Kentucky. On the near side of the lake were a small beach, volleyball nets, life
jackets, the usual lake bullshit. Sitting back about a hundred feet off the water
was this great little pavilion where all the food would be laid out, that's another
good thing, the food. I think the little ladies from church actually all hated each
other, and the only way they could express it was to try and out-cook each
other. No one gets hurt, and everyone gets to experience one of the finest
Southern cuisines ever created.
Now if there was one damn thing my momma didn't want, it was to have
the church folk know she was a hard-time boozer. That would take her out of
the church loop, and she'd be the one that all the church birds whispered about
in prayer group on Wednesday nights. But like any classic alcoholic, she got nice
and slicked before the picnic, drove like a raving fucking idiot on these back
country roads-roads that residents from Kentucky know at least eight people
who have died on while drinking. We pulled into the property and she saw no
need to slow down; the unmowed grass was flying up on the windshield, in
through the windows, into my damn mouth and hair. When we got to the steep
hill the grass turned to gravel, and even that didn't give my old lady a reason to
slow down. With the mix of the car engine's roaring and gravel shooting out
from under the tire, it sounded like a chainsaw with a loose, rusty chain.
Somehow she parked without killing any children or anybody else's car,
somehow-one of those mysteries in life that you stop trying to figure out
after some time and just accept it. At least one part of her brain was working
that day. She avoided too much contact with the preacher's wife, her prayergroup hags, the minister-of-music's wife-you know, the bigwigs. Me and
Smitty told her to "get fuckin' lost," literally, and we got a green canoe, two
fishing poles, and a rusty tin tackle box to hit the lake. It was really nice sitting
out on that lake, looking back at all the church folk by the beach and pavilion.
You could hear the buzz from them talking, but you couldn't hear what they
were saying and you didn't have to talk to them, which was all I cared about.
As time went by and the food trays had more room on them than food,
everyone gathered on the grass between the beach and the pavilion for the big
sermon. There was little chance in hell that me and Smitty were gonna dock
the old canoe and listen to some jack-off talk about the ultimate love and sacrifice and savior. We knew our mom wouldn't say anything; hell, she was sitting at one of the picnic tables just trying to keep her head up, and talking to
some three-year-old girl. That was the first time I ever felt sorry for her. She
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was avoiding all people her age to keep up the jig, so she sat heavy-headed at
the table talking to a little girl who kept honking my mom's nose like she was
a clown. Don't get me wrong, I didn't feel that sorry for her.
The preacher's wife started waving from the beach for us to come in. She
didn't want anybody missing what her stroke-of-a-husband had to say. We just
smiled and waved, smiled and waved. Then she tried to cup her mouth with
both hands and call us in. I just put my hand up to the old ear, laughed for a
second, and turned the canoe to where she was yelling at our backs. That crazy
old bird gave up after a few minutes and the sermon started.
Here's the setup. The preacher stands down close to the beach facing up
towards the pavilion. Everybody puts out their little lawn chairs and crowds the
place, Bibles in lap, pens primed for note-taking and underlining Bible verses
that they'd never go back and read, but Goddamn it, everyone else is underlining them so they better as well. This is where it got interesting. Smitty and
I both caught a fish at the same time. Both catfish, big honkers. So our mind
was concerned with one thing, not what was going on behind us.
I did happen to hear the crowd singing some ancient hymn that put me to
sleep in church, but when I turned around, we were not the only boat on the
lake anymore. My mom had hopped into a red canoe, and instead of using one
oar on one side at a time, she grabbed two oars and tried using both at once,
one in each hand. She looked like a fucking wounded bird about to turn into
some feline cuisine, frantically trying to use its wings again to fly above into
safety. I knew there was going to be trouble at that point, some kind of trouble,
whether it was her getting loud and disturbing the sermon, or the preacher's
wife bitching at her for missing wise words from God's puppet, the man she
fucked at night (that must be so honorable for her: "I fuck God's puppet!"). So
I told Smitty I had a plan. He asked what it was, and I told him not to worry
about it. Well, then he started fucking bugging me about it as we started to row
towards our drunken, injured bird of a mother, so I told him.
''I'm gonna throw your catfish at her," I said, not turning around to see the
hurt look on his face.
"My fish?"
"Yes, yours. Mine looks scared."
"But I wanted to keep mine, why do you have to throw mine, throw
yours!"
"OK, damn it, I'll throw mine, but only because it's bigger."

"No, it's not."
"Yes, it is, look!"
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"NO ... IT'S NOT!"

"Bullshit, let's measure 'em," I snapped back, and that went on for a few
because we were still the young, arguing, fistfight-at-the-drop-of-an-eye lid
kinda brothers, despite the age our situation forced us to be.
When we rowed up close to my mom, with two beastly, whiskered fish
seizuring on the canoe floor, she yelled out, probably loud enough for some of
the crowd on shore to hear.
"You boys ... need to hear the sermon ... (she hiccupped and puked a
little into the lake at this point) ... to hear this sermon here." That's when I
grabbed that big whiskered son of a bitch by the tail and stood up with what
I must boast was stunning balance. Momma gave 111.e that evil eye (the one
where she squinted and pointed at me, sometimes without even pointing). She
knew I was a trouble rouser and she knew something was coming. I do doubt,
however, that she was prepared for a flying fish. I was right, as usual.
I slung that fish at least thirty feet, and it was a lock to hit her smack in the
pork chops. But Goddamn it, right before the target was terminated, the old
lady screamed like she'd been shot at, like a fucking mortar round was about to
drop in her foxhole, and she tipped the damn canoe. Now, the scream was loud
enough that the preacher even shut up and turned around. I waved, the good
Reverend stared, Smitty gave him a thumbs up, the good Reverend shook his
head, turned, and continued the sermon. If we're being honest here, and I'm
tryin' to be, I should say that yes, I was a little concerned when the old girl
didn't exactly surface in a timely fashion. We had drifted pretty close to her red,
capsized canoe. The ripples from the big spill were still trying to reach the shore
when I again stood up in my canoe and tore off my Kentucky Wildcats T-shirt,
ready to play lifeguard if I had to. Needless to say, I had to go in after her; she
was my mom despite all the problems, but more importantly, she was the ride
home. Apparently, drunk people can't figure out when they're still under the
canoe, even though it is obviously upside down and quite dark in there.
After diving in, I put one hand on the slippery bottom (which now served
as the top) of the canoe, and fished around under it with the other. Lo and
behold, there she was, just a treadin' away. After hooking her around the
stomach, I sort of jerked her out, causing a hollow thump on the side of the
canoe thanks to her head. And yes, I did it on purpose.
At first we tried to pull her into the canoe, but she wasn't cooperating. It
is hard to pull a person into a boat in the first place-there are even further
complications when that person howls like a dying basset hound, screams out,
"I'M JUST A WET OL' DOG . .. I'M JUST A WET, DIRTY, DUMB OLD DAD-
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BURN DOG" while she is clawing our eyes and kicking at our heads.We finally

had to give up on actually getting her into the boat. I had a plan. We took the
docking rope, tied it to her ankle, and had to paddle at quite impressive speeds
so she would stay afloat during this dragging process. When she wouldn't shut
up all we had to do was stop paddling and in a few seconds the boat and my
mother would simultaneously lose momentum, but my mom would be the one
to sink, therefore shutting up for the time being (by the way, the sermon had
completely ceased by this point and about four hundred people were watching
us from shore).
So eventually we made it to the little sandy beach. Smitty and I docked the
canoe, untied her ankle, each grabbed a leg, and dragged her onto the sand. The
preacher started to come down, but I shouted, "STAY BACK, DOC!" I
restrained my singing mother, tossed the keys to Smitty, who was a blondheaded little fella about ten years of age at the time, told him to pull the Blue
Goose up pronto, which he did in valiant style-he jerked that speeding boat
of a car into a sand-throwing 180, leaned over, and threw the passenger door
open. (I think he had a cigar in his mouth and was wearing a cabby fedora.)
I tried my damnedest, I really did, to get her to go in through the door but
she kept slamming it, yelling out, "Frankly, Benny, I'd rather fucking walk!"
Smitty looked over his shoulder, although he couldn't really see over his driver's
seat anyway, yelled out, "Come on, Toots, get in the fuckin' car!" so I gave up
on the door and shoved her in through the backseat window. Smitty put on his
sunglasses, yanked the column gear shifter down into drive, and adjusted the
football helmet he was utilizing as a booster seat. He looked at me and asked,
"Where to, Benny?" I pointed dead ahead, "Take me home, Crazy Horse, it's
been a good night."
The "Blue Goose," our old family car, had a horn like an ocean liner. As
Smitty pulled off the beach and cruised at a very slow speed, he gave the crowd
an echoing, twenty-second-long honk, while flashing the peace sign and
smiling ear to ear. Since he couldn't reach the pedals with his feet, all we could
do was slowly idle past the shocked believers, and not one of 'em got outta
their seat. I turned on the radio to catch the Kentucky-Louisville score, and the
very last the congregation saw of my mother was as she hung out the back
window upside down, shouting out, "Thanks for havin' us, God, see ya next
Sunday!"We cruised home at an idling three miles an hour in a lightning-fast
two and a half hours.
And you can bet your asses we were all back in church on Sunday-me
and my brothers stealing money from the "Church Donut Fund," which was
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actually an old coffee can with duct tape all over it that was hidden, and hidden
poorly, probably by one of the ninety-year-old babbling, fist-shaking, senile
deacons who just refused to fucking die. And you can also bet your asses that
my mother was there too, enthusiastically singing the hymns, putting more
than ten percent in the offering plate, closing her eyes during the prayers, nodding her head, and when the preacher's wife was looking, let out the appropriate five or six tears.
OK, I could go on and on. I could tell you story after story about those
times, but I'm twenty-three-years-old now, and all that happened ten-to-twelve
years ago. Instead of dwelling on such past things, I'd prefer to update you about
myself and my brothers, possibly even my mother. See, my old man lived in
Chicago and we kept him in the dark, so he doesn't appear in those older stories. But I bet you have your expectations of how things turned out, don't ya?
Well, I'm happy to report that you are listening to a recovering alcoholic who
goes around to elementary schools, middle schools, high schools, prisons,juvenile
centers, and bloodstained housing-project alleys to preach the good word. I tell
those kids, "Hey, buddy, try filling that forty-ounce with the Good Spirit."
"Hello friends, why not smoke God's love instead of crystal meth?"
"Hey, Big Aryan Nation Leader, Inmate #1277H6, whataya say to raping
some scripture instead of all that bloody anal intrusion?"
Yes, I am humbled; I am a modest servant of the Lord, as we all should be.
I give 95 percent of my income to the church and spend the rest on new hymnals, Bibles, holy water, choir gowns, pew cushions, pulpits, diamond-encrusted
offering plates, grape juice that's supposed to be Jesus' blood, and hay for the
Christmas reenactment of Jesus making his anti-climactic entrance into this
world-not to mention the Senior Citizen Close to Heaven Organization, the
Toddlers for Christ Touring Ensemble, and the I Want To Do Nothing But
Good Deeds Club that I personally sponsor. Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaand CUT!
Are you fucking kidding me? I wouldn't throw my last penny through a
church's stained glass window so people could crawl out from a fire, and my
brothers probably feel the same way. They've seen the blatant bullshittery that
was vastly amuck so close under God's nose during our upbringing, and they
feel the same way about God as I do, fuck 'im! I grew up around people who
were scared of God yet loved him, bowed to him yet wanted to look like complete idiots and dance with him.
When I was in fourth grade and well into my behavioral landslide, I prayed
this prayer in church on the Sunday before report cards came out:
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"God, if I don't pull a C- in math, no roller rink Friday night, and ifI don't
buy Karissa (my #1 gal) an order of nachos with melted cheese she will leave
me in the lonely dust and start making out with Slater Medley, and I think we
both know that would fucking shatter me and my presently unflappable image
(sweat pants, gray cowboy boots, as many God-damned turtlenecks as I can
stand, gelled hair, and three-year dynasties in not only the jump-rope competitions but the Fun Run). So God, if you don't show me a sign right now, right
this second, if a Bible doesn't fall on the floor or if someone doesn't have a
grabber, I'm done with you, finished, you'll never get so much as a fucking nod
of the head from me!"
Well, I opened my eyes and nothing, no epiphany. And I got a D in math,
so I was grounded and almost bamboozled into getting strapped onto the old
Ritalin train. So I turned my back on God, as my brothers have done, yet as
my mother refuses to do. She has been sober for twelve years or so, goes to
church every Sunday, is getting her second divorce and losing her house, but
apparently God planned this out one night in bed with glorious vision.
My brothers? Well, they're doing all right, I suppose. We all live in the
Chicago area, the first time in about ten years we've all three been in close
proximity. Ten years ago is about the time my older brother started getting his
nose into shit and getting sent off from boys' home to boot camp to jail, etc.
My older brother Blair works for a septic contractor, has a commercial driver's
license, has tattoos, has been to jail, has robbed, assaulted, snorted, smoked and
snaked people around. He tells stories about beating the shit out of fifty people
with a fractured arm, sedated, and while duct-taped in a potato sack. He drinks
a bottle of bourbon about every night, literally hits as hard as a nine-pound
sledge hammer, and he falls flat unconscious at the very sight of a hypodermic
needle. He likes to gamble, he likes to wrestle, he likes to smoke pot, he likes
to curse, and he likes to fish, so yeah, he's doing all right.
My little brother Smitty is doing all right as well, but he has the Smithson
rage like the rest of us. I guess if you grow up poor in the South and you have
brothers, you develop a little fight in your blood-fight that is accelerated by
Kentucky bourbon. I guess that's the worst thing life instilled in us, a rage that
no one around us can detect or foresee at all; yet it's a rage that, once unleashed,
makes women cry, men gulp, bones break, and police shoot.
But I'm better than I used to be. I've seen the light as far as senseless violence goes, but I refuse to take the slightest amount of shit from even the
biggest person. But I've mellowed. I like to sit at my bar, heckle the open
mic' ers, and flirt with the bartender, so I haven't been an ace in the hole when
it comes to female relations. I've broken many hearts and blindly dumped them
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over my shoulder. I've let one after the other go because sometimes I can be a
stone-hearted son of a bitch. Sometimes a fella would rather be alone with the
felt on a pool table, a pitcher of beer, a pack of Reds, and a lack of concern
than he would spend his night expense-free with a woman, as beautiful and
rejuvenating-warm as a good woman can be. I've lost five thousand dollars on
a boxing match and I've made it back double after one Saturday of college basketball games. I started hustling pool when I was thirteen and could pull a good
fifty dollars a day, and that was a serious loaf of bread for a squeaky-voiced seventh grader who was just starting to enjoy the pleasantries of chewing tobacco,
cigarettes, and explicit VHS action and who had also finally given up on sweat
pants and cowboy boots. Life isn't conventional for a fella who's eleven or
twelve and has to hold up a household, protect a little brother, and keep it all
under wraps in the meantime. So why should things be conventional now? I
don't belong at business school or in a suit, or in an office, or under the
watchful eye of a boss, or on a "regularly timed salary," or in school, or in a
writing class semicircle where the front legs of all the desks must be intimately
touching the next. I belong in the seedy joints of this town, taking advantage
of old drunks who used to be able to shoot pool and just can't realize that
they're losing their rent money, sauce money, and tobacco money to me.
I belong in the dark, honestly sorrowful blues joints, writing my name in
the condensation on my glass with a slow, perfectly steady guitar-weathered
finger that has soot under the nail. I may not have a woman, a real job, any style,
enthusiasm or patience, but I got hustled money, plenty of it, some of it cleaner
than the rest, but money is nothing. It's paper. It's no different than an STD,
you can always get more.
I'm glad I turned out different from most. I'm glad I get enjoyment out of
things most people will never get to. I am completely satisfied when I stand on
stage under the red lights at my favorite, foggy, eye-burning blues joint, and I
can look out while shielding the light from my eyes and see my brothers. We
sure as hell aren't kids anymore. Smitty's blond hair is brown and he's a broadshouldered, stately son of a bitch. And Blair doesn't have that chubby, innocent
face anymore. He has long black hair and is built thick and solid with tattoos
on his rippled, shovel-tested forearms. They're smiling. When the two most
important people in the world to you are smiling, even if it's at your expense,
you feel good. And it feels even better that they're smiling because they know
when my six-string sounds out, the collective jaw of the joint is gonna drop to
the dadburn floor because I've lived the blues, I've seen 'em, I've smelled 'em
and fanned their flame. I've welcomed 'em instead of whined about 'em, and
I can play 'em on the guitar like you just can't fuckin' imagine.

Benjamin Smithson
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Dear Bing
C.P. Chang

DEAR BING,

You must think it's odd to get a letter from me; who uses snail mail anymore? But it's a big thing, and an old one, too, that I'm dredging up here, and
a letter seemed to be the right way to do it. It's not just that the event is now
long ago in the past-it's also firmly embedded in the past, and has no bearing
on our lives today. But it was something to you, and it was something to me,
and the least I can do as your oldest brother is tell you the story as I know it.
It was spring semester of my freshman year at college. You were, what,
seven years old at the time? I remember it was spring because of a poetry class
I took that semester and nearly failed. It means that Hao was a freshman in high
school at the time, going through all the crap that freshmen go through.
Remember that he was a little chubbier back then, and he was still pretty shy.
I know that you know this now, but Worthington High School was not an easy
place for an overweight, quiet kid. Too many sports jocks, too many cliques,
and too many fashionistas made life hell for anyone who didn't establish himself as "fitting in," and Hao wasn't good with that. Maybe that had something
to do with him wanting to kill himself, but that might be too generic of an
explanation. Maybe it's as simple as getting rejected, getting laughed at by a girl
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at school that he had a crush on. I don't know.
The way I found out about it, I was in the dorm with my roommates
Albert and Dan, reading Scandinavian literature, when Daddy called. He was
working on that I-Triple-E project in Morgantown, West Virginia. He hated
the project, hated driving to West Virginia each week, but we needed the
money. I was surprised when he called. It was around nine o'clock at night, on
a Tuesday, I think. He rarely called, and never at night in the middle of the
week. He never wanted to bother me with my studying; you know how he is
about that. He'd only call on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon, when he figured
I might be less busy.
His voice was shaking. He told me that you had called him in West Virginia.
You were home alone with Hao, and Hao was threatening to commit suicide.
He was angry and scared and crying, and as Daddy told me that Hao was cutting himself and shouting that he was going to kill himself, I had to bite my lip
so I wouldn't burst into tears in front of my roommates. I knew Daddy was
crying on the other end of the line because I could hear him gulping for air.
You probably knew better than I did how much pressure Hao was under
in those days. Well, you probably saw it more clearly than I did because you
were there, but I don't know if you ever really knew. I'm not sure how tough
Daddy and Ma were on him after I left the house. I have to believe that when
I was there, I absorbed most of the fighting and arguing; maybe I also absorbed
too much of the attention in that way. Hao was never a very good student, so
how much yelling did he get once I was gone? But maybe his grades would
have been better if things weren't so heated between me and Daddy while he
was growing up. Maybe if Daddy and I weren't screaming at each other all the
time, he would have had an easier time growing up. Maybe. I don't know. I do
know that he found it hard to make friends in high school. So between that
and all the pressure from Daddy and Ma, how bad was it for him that he
wanted to kill himself?
I gripped the phone tightly to my head and turned away so that my roommates wouldn't see my face. But there was nowhere to run, really. The phone
was in our living room, which was just big enough for three desks and chairs.
Privacy meant facing the door, and even then Albert could have reached out
and patted me on the back. I wound the cord around my hand mindlessly,
fiercely, as I whispered into the phone, "Where's Ma?"
"She's on call," Daddy answered.
"They can't get her out of the hospital?" I was still in shock, but also a little
incredulous.
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Daddy's reply was short and bitter. "No."
I wanted to scream, They can't get another nurse to cover for her? I understood that it was surgery, but it didn't seem right to me. If she got called in, then
it was probably life-or-death for the patient, but she wasn't the doctor. The
patient wouldn't die because she left. Did the hospital not think that this was an
emergency? Did Hao have to actually kill himself before they would let her go?
But I knew that the hospital staff would never hear what the situation was.
Bing, I can't even imagine what you went through being only seven, but I can
imagine the phone call. You're scared, you're afraid that Hao's really going to
kill himself, so you need to call someone. You need to call Ma. Hao's locked
himself in the bathroom, and you run to find the pad with Ma's work number
on it. When you call, a nurse on staff answers: "0/R, Peggy here."
Your voice quavers as you ask, "Can I speak to Mrs. Chang?"
''I'm sorry, dear, she's in surgery now. Can I take a message?"
What do you say to that, when you're only seven? Get her out of surgery, it's
an emergency. This is very important, you have to interrupt her. Please, I have to
talk to her, my brother is going to cut his wrists. These are the noble and heroic
things that we wish we would say in such situations. These are the small feats of
courage, to say something that might be perceived as a lie or exaggeration (Now,
honey, is it really an emergency?), or to accept responsibility for the action in the
way adults take for granted (Peggy, please get her out of the operating room; trust
me, it's serious), or just to speak the utter and naked truth (I'm her son, and I'm
really scared, and more than anything, please let her come home).
But you're only seven. You crouch with the phone against your ear in the
corner of our house, feeling so desperately alone. The only sound is the TV
chattering mindlessly, and you wish to God that Hao would come out of the
bathroom or that Ma or Daddy or someone would just get home. But you have
to answer Peggy. And despite the tears on your face, you keep your voice tight
as you say, "Can you tell her to call home as soon as she can?"
And Peggy replies sweetly, "I'll do that, hon. Have a good night, now."
So you call Daddy in West Virginia, two hundred miles away, and you tell
him.You beg him to come home, to come home soon.And he calls me, all the
way in Boston, to tell me. Think of the connections, from you in Worthington
to Daddy in West Virginia to me in Boston. And Ma at the hospital, trying to
save some stranger's life on the operating table, totally unaware of what was
going on at home.And then there's Hao in the bathroom, sitting on the yellow
linoleum floor with his back braced against the door, not looking at the long
kitchen knife hanging over the edge of the sink. He's crying with despair and
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blind with fury all at the same time, furious at himself, at the kids at school, at
the teachers, at you, at Ma and Daddy, at me. He's the closest one to you and
yet the most isolated.
But Daddy's call to me wasn't just to tell me the situation; it was also to
warn me, to say that things might get worse yet.
He said to me, ''I'm driving home. I'm going to try to get home." He was
taking deep breaths now, calming himself down, forcing himself to stop crying. "I
don't know if I'll make it. Maybe I'll be too late. I don't know. I'm going to try."
Bing, do you know how bad Daddy's eyes were back then?You might have
still been too young to understand. This was before the eye surgery, before he
was even diagnosed with cataracts. He was OK during the daytime, but he
admitted that he had trouble seeing at night and that the glare of oncoming
headlights would temporarily blind him. It's why he usually came home on
Saturday mornings and not Friday nights; he was scared to drive at night, and
the mountain roads in West Virginia terrified him. I did that drive with him
once in the summertime, and I understood what he was talking about. The
roads curved and swung uphill and downhill without warning, all without any
streetlights. It was worse with moonlight, because all sorts of odd shadows
would be cast by the rolling hills, and the shine off a stretch of rising highway
would blend in dangerously with the low clouds in the mountains.
He didn't know if he was going to survive the trip home. He didn't know
if Hao would be alive when and if he got there. That's why he was calling me.
He was warning me: Your brother might commit suicide tonight; your father
might die on his way home.
I trembled as I held the phone, ignoring my roommates, the radio, everything but the voice on the other end. I stood with my forehead against the
door, eyes squeezed shut, willing myself to wake up, or to be transported to
Worthington, or anything other than this.
He said, "I will call you when I get home, one way or the other." One way
or the other. Whether your brother is dead or alive. "I love you very much."
He emphasized each word slowly, like a man aware that it may be the last time
he says such things. It's not the first time he'd said it, but after all this was over,
he learned to say it all the time.
"I love you," I said. And he hung up the phone.
Dan or Albert, I don't even know which one of my roommates started to
say something, to ask what was going on, but I was already out the door,
without even looking back. I didn't grab a coat, I didn't check to see if I had
my wallet and keys, I just ran. As I skittered down the steps, I hugged myself
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tightly, still biting my lip, not daring to see anyone in the hallway. I got outside
the dorm, into the cool spring air, and burst into tears. I kept walking, sobbing,
not wanting to run into anyone.
I walked all the way down to the Charles River where I knew that I'd be
left alone. I'd settle down for a bit, but then I'd burst into a fresh set of sobs. It
was stupid, I knew, but I couldn't help it. Three hours before I'd know if everything was OK, or if our family was completely fucked. I stayed huddled by the
river's edge for almost two hours, shivering, without even a jacket on. I may
have prayed; honestly, I don't remember. There's a paved pathway along the
river, and couples walk along there at night, and runners go by at all hours of
the day. I ignored all of them. I sat on the soft dirt between the pathway and the
river's edge, almost in the reeds, trying to drown out the outside world.
Sometimes I stared out across the inky darkness of the river, other times I buried
my head between my knees. If someone had walked up close to me, he
probably would have heard me mumbling to myself, Don't die, don't die.
While I was there by the river, Daddy was driving through West Virginia.
Oncoming headlights felt like spikes in his eyes, and he punched the brakes and
jerked the wheel in the sudden perspiring fear that his car was on the wrong
side of the double yellow lines. He gripped the steering wheel tightly, dreading
the sudden sweeping turns in the mountain highways and cursing the SUV
behind him that rode too close, blaring its headlights into his rearview mirror.
I knew that if he could just make it out ofWest Virginia, he'd be fine getting
through southern Ohio. C'mon, Daddy, I'd think to myself, don't crash. Get
home, get home as fast as you can.
When I noticed that it had been almost two hours, I got up, brushed the
dirt off my jeans, and started walking back to the dorm. I'd have about another
hour before Daddy would get home. Then, I thought, maybe he'll be early,
maybe he drove really fast, and I started running as fast I could. My legs seemed
impossibly slow compared to what my mind wanted from them.
I nearly twisted my ankles a half-dozen times on the brick sidewalks of
Mass Avenue, dodging the pedestrians spilling out of the bars and restaurants
along the avenue. I dashed across every intersection regardless of Walk or Don't
Walk signs, ignoring the squealing of tires and the cursing of the Boston taxi
drivers.
It wasn't fear or pride or will that compelled me. I ran as fast as I had ever run
in my entire life because I HAD TO BE BY THAT PHONE.
I burst into my dorm room, panting, red-faced, dripping with sweat. Albert
looked up, startled. Dan wasn't in the room.
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"Did anyone call?!" I shouted more loudly than I needed to, but I couldn't
help it. There was no controlling my tone of voice or any other action of my body.
Albert shook his head. "What's going on?"
Still panting, I waved him off. "I don't want to talk about it." Staggering from
the sudden shock of transitioning from an all-out sprint to a full stop, I stumbled
to our communal bedroom where three mattresses on rusty spring beds were
squeezed in, and shut the door. Collapsing on the floor, I held my head in my
hands and waited.
It's to my shame that when the phone call came, it woke me up. My T-shirt
was still wet with perspiration as I got up and entered the living room. Albert had
already answered the phone and handed it to me.
It was Daddy. He had made it home. Hao was OK. He wasn't going to kill
hin1Self. And Daddy added, almost viciously, ''I'm going to quit that stupid job in
West Virginia. It's not worth it."
I don't remember hanging up the phone, changing out of my clothes, or
climbing into bed, but I passed out with sheer exhaustion. The next time I talked
to Daddy, he had stood by his word and quit the I-Triple-E job. It was the last we
ever talked about what had happened. In the phone calls of the weeks to come, I
would simply ask if everything was OK. OK was enough, OK meant that it was
over. We were too scared, Daddy and I, to talk about what had happened or what
could have happened. You don't talk about close calls, you thank God that it was
a close call and not a horrifying disaster, and you let it be.
And there was never a good time to bring it up again. For me to remind
Daddy or Ma about it would be like a slap in the face. I know Daddy blamed himself for that night, for not being home, for driving Hao so hard that he thought
suicide was the only option. Hao talks more to you now than he does to me, but
I'd guess that he's never said much to you about that night.And I respect that; there
are things in our lives that we want to put behind us, not just things that we're
ashamed that we did or that we regret, but things that belong in the past.
I'm not asking for your side of the story, either. And you didn't ask for my
side, but here it is. I owe you that much. I owe you for being there.
Love,
Da Guh
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An Ir rational Fear of Bendy Straws
Wes St urdeva nt

I CAN'T REMEMBER HOW IT CAME UP, BUT I WAS TALKING TO MY MOM SOMETIME
a few years ago about my irrational dislike of drinking water through straws,
and my compulsive habit of turning bendy straws upside down, so I can't see
the crinkly part which always gives me the serious heebie-jeebies. She asked if
I remembered using them in the hospital.

"Hospital?"
"When you were sick?"
"Oh, right, right."
"Water always came with a bendy straw."
It was like finding a hole in your gas mask, or a tear in the condom.You're
left wondering about what else might have slipped in while you assumed you
were safe. See, I was too young to be scared when I was diagnosed with cancer.
The most profound thought that passed through my four-year-old mind when
my parents told me I had leukemia was that it sounded kind of like Luke
Skywalker. I couldn't figure out why my dad looked like he'd been crying; it
was my leg that hurt. My parents were being tested with the nearly certain loss
of their firstborn, and I was thinking about Star Wars.
They use heavy black sandbags to keep you from moving. The sandbags have a rub-
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bery skin, and they surround you with them, like the bloated outline of a body at a crime
scene.
The doctor in the long white coat uses a cross of light, like glowing cross hairs, to aim
the monster's eye at the purple guidelines drawn on your forehead. Drawing them on was
easy because the therapy had already made most your hair fall out. It's no big deal; you
wear your grandfather's sailor cap all the time anyway. Besides, you 're not the only bald
kid in the hospital, and you have more hair left than some.
Your mom is watching through the little window. She has a smile on her face, but
she looks like she's going to be sick ...
Yes, I remember pain, and fear, and tears, and needles shot from air guns
into my spine, and being restrained on that table while the one-eyed monster
click-click-clicked radiation into my head.And I remember getting out of bed
one morning to find most of my hair still lying on the pillow. But I also
remember vending machine hamburgers from the candy-striped cantina, and
racing Big Wheels past the nurse's station, and the tall, tall strength of my
doctor, who had Darth Vader's voice but Obi-Wan's eyes.
Memories evolve and mutate over time, and any of these memories may
be false, may be one of those little fantasies we imagine to fill in the blank spots
and build the patchwork of lies and truths and in-betweens that make up the
myth of us.
The cold, hard facts are that in 1979, just after my fourth birthday, I was
diagnosed with acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL) and treated at Riley
Hospital for Children in Indianapolis. I was treated with a combination of
chemotherapy and cranial radiation therapy (CRT). I went into full remission
within three weeks, and spent the next four years returning to the hospital for
periodic follow-up examinations. I stopped going to the hospital when I was
eight and I haven't really been back since. I've been cancer free for more than
twenty years.
My memory tells me that there was a fountain with a white carousel horse
in the lobby at Riley. My parents would carry me down there and give me
pennies to throw at it.
"Make a wish," they'd say.
I would wish for action figures and Hot Wheels. It took me twenty years
to realize that my parents must have made their own wish with every penny I
threw. The fountain glimmered with wishes tossed on top of wishes. And just
now, I find myself wondering how many of those shiny wishes in that fountain
must not have come true.
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I was too young to be scared of dying. I spent the next twenty years rarely
thinking about being sick, never feeling like a "cancer survivor." I didn't do
anything, right? I just let the doctors do what they did. I didn't think I had any
scars until I made the bendy-straw connection. Then I began to wonder about
what other baggage I might be carrying around.
When I was in second grade, my teacher, Mrs. Simmons, put a box around
my desk. She thought that it might help me concentrate. She hoped it would
keep me from staring out the window. It didn't work. At first it just embarrassed me and distracted the other kids. After I got over the humiliation, I
found that I loved that box. It was like my own corrugated castle-my sanctuary where I was free to do as I wished.
You see, what Mrs. Simmons didn't get was that I wasn't staring out the
window because there was anything out there on the playground that caught
my interest. Nothing really held my interest or attention unless it captivated my
imagination first. I was, as my mom always put it, "just staring off into space."
The box was like a three-walled fort of imitation wood-grained cardboard
guarding the perimeter of my desk. It was just tall enough to block my view
of the window, the side effect being that it also blocked my view of the rest of
the class and, conveniently, their view of me. Behind my blind I had the privacy to roam the fertile green pastures of my imagination without distraction.
In my domain, pencils became rockets, erasers became cars, and I became the
hero of my own epics. It was just as easy to see space through the tacky woodgrained cardboard as it was through the window.
Mrs. Simmons taught me the word procrastinator. Apparently I was the definition. True, it took me longer than the rest of the kids to get my math worksheet done. But what I didn't know was that the numbers on the other kids'
worksheets weren't getting up and moving around, playing musical chairs on
the page every time they looked up at the board, then snapping back into new
places when they looked back down.
I had trouble all the way through elementary school. I wasn't very good at
the stuff they were trying to teach me. Spelling, penmanship, math, none of it
seemed to come very easily. The other kids didn't seem to be having any
trouble with any of it. Those who had homework never spent more than a half
hour or forty-five minutes on it, while I averaged two or three hours. I never
would have passed a math test if my dad hadn't spent hour, after hour, after
hour sitting at the dining room table with me trying to come up with some
way of getting me to focus and understand.
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Spelling was the worst. I once missed eleven out of ten on a spelling test
because I'd written Speling Test on the header before my name. If you're a bad
speller most people attribute it to laziness; they assume you're not trying hard
enough. I remember my grandfather telling me that all I had to do was look a
trouble word up in the dictionary, and put a little mark next to it. If I ever had
to go back and look it up again I'd see the mark, know I'd looked it up before,
and be shamed into never misspelling it again. He didn't understand the shame
I was already feeling. I felt like I was stupid, like I was letting people down, my
teachers, my parents, everyone who kept telling me how "bright" I was. It was
really frustrating because even then I had so much I wanted to say, so many stories to tell. I knew the words, but I just couldn't put the letters in order.

The doctor leaves you alone, lying on the table in the white room with the ugly,
green-tiled floor. You can hear the door close but you can't turn your head to see. There's
an electric buzz and then the doctor's voice comes over the speaker in the ceiling, "Now,
keep real still, Wesley," he says. "You can wiggle your fingers, but don't move. "
You close your eyes and think about the fish that were swimming around in the
waiting room aquarium. You wiggle your fingers so fast it's like you're trying to wiggle
them off And then the monster eye starts to blink loudly and machine-gun fast,
CLICK, CLICK, CLICK, CLICK, CLICK ...
My mom first started to suspect a learning disability when I was working
on a story about a sea monster that was terrorizing an undersea kingdom. On
one of the pages I'd spelled "sea" in three different ways. Mom tried to explain
the difference between "sea" and "see." She told me that "c-e-e" wasn't even a
word. Apparently I just couldn't get it. I couldn't understand that if I meant the
sea it had to be spelled S-E-A and it had to be spelled that way every time.
Later it became clear that it wasn't that I didn't understand the concept, I just
couldn't put it into practice. Today I can look at a word, a simple, everyday
word like diferent, I can look at it and know that it's misspelled, but I can't fix
it, not with any confidence.
At first my teachers, my parents, everybody suspected dyslexia, but I didn't
have any problems reading. The letters on the page of a book never moved
around on me the way the numbers did. I may have read a little slower than
some of the other kids in my class and I was definitely a whole-word reader,
but my comprehension and vocabulary were on par with the grade above.
I started using big, precocious words because nobody laughed at you if you
misspelled a big word-they were too impressed you knew how to use it. Large
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became gargantuan. Good became exceptional. Tiny became infinitesimal.
Ugly became appalling.
Today I use graph paper in my journal because it helps with my handwriting. If I try really hard and concentrate on printing a single letter in each
little box and use two blank boxes between every word, it becomes decipherable. I've always liked to think of my nasty handwriting as a sometimes embarrassing but quirky and endearing character trait. When I sign my name on my
credit-card receipts, the cashiers laugh all friendly-like and ask if I'm going to
be a doctor, or a famous writer. If I'm feeling cheeky I'll tell them I'm in med
school. But it wasn't so funny to Mrs. Stockwell, my fifth-grade teacher, who
according to my mom, threatened to fail me if I didn't abandon my chickenscratch printing and start using cursive. Consequently I scrawled and squiggled
every word I wrote in that class, and she had to decipher every one. She passed
me on to sixth grade despite no improvement in my penmanship. I don't think
she wanted to face another year of having to read my scribbles. By the time I
got into seventh grade I'd given up on cursive completely.
Somewhere in my sophomore-maybe junior-year in high school, I got
my first computer. As we loaded the boxes into the car my dad told me never
to tell my mom how much it cost. It had spell-check, and a printer that could
make rs that didn't look like ns, and it changed my life. For the first time I
could be like everybody else. My written work could be evaluated for its content, its organization, its style, not my handwriting, not my spelling.
My spelling issues run so deep that I often confound my computer. When
I was a sophomore at Indiana University I once got a B on a paper I intended
to be about Confucianism that ended up being about Confusionism. My
instructor told me it would have been an A paper if I'd spelled the subject correctly. I shrugged it off. By that time my feathers were well oiled. I felt that I'd
come to terms with my abilities and any of the dis- prefixes that tagged along.
I felt like people could see beyond the trivial little mechanics and see me and
my ideas clearly on the other side. I'd once heard a quote from Thomas
Jefferson or somebody like that who said, "I have no respect for anybody who
can think of only one way to spell a word." It became my motto. I was pretty
militant about my feeling that if they couldn't get beyond a few typos, then
they weren't the kind of people whose evaluation I cared about. I'd take the
bad with the good, leave the stress behind, and get on with my own intellectual life. Spelling and handwriting be damned, along with all of those who
couldn't see beyond them.
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I was sitting in the sun at a sidewalk cafe one beautiful Sunday afternoon,
a year or so after making the bendy-straw connection, drinking iced coffee and
talking to my mom on my cell phone, when the subject turned to my learning
disabilities. Being the mother of a cancer survivor, as well as an RN, she's kept
up with some of the studies on the long-term effects of leukemia and its treatment on survivors. She told me that for some years she'd been reading that ALL
survivors who had been treated with cranial radiation as children were prone
to develop learning disabilities.

You can't feel the high-energy radiation waves wiggle their way into you. You can't
feel them passing through your skin, or penetrating your skull. There is no sensation
when they pass through the membrane of one of the cancer cells taking refuge in your
brain and vibrate into the nucleus where they disrupt the already misspelled DNA. It
doesn't hurt when the cancer cell dies without having the chance to replicate itself. And
you feel no pain at all when some of that radiation finds its way into a peifectly healthy
brain cell, and not knowing any better, scrambles its DNA as well ...
I went home that night and did a Google search on "cranial radiation." The
first listing that came up read, "N europsychological effects of cranial radiation:
current knowledge and future directions." It was an abstract of a 1995 medical
article listed on the National Library of Medicine's PubMed database. The
study, from the Department of Physical Medicine at the University of
Minnesota Hospital and Clinic in Minneapolis, surveyed the scientific literature concerning childhood leukemia survivors treated with low-dose wholebrain cranial radiation, and found that a "high incidence of learning disabilities
and academic failure is observed in this population ..."(1)
I spent the next five hours following link after link to similar articles. My
own brief survey found studies dating back to 1986 with unwieldy titles such
as: Long-term effects on the intelligence of children treated for acute lymphoblastic
leukemia and Educational deficits in survivors of childhood cancer. (2&3) I found
studies from China, Australia, Finland, London, Germany, and the Netherlands;
the consensus was that whole-brain cranial radiation treatment (WBCRT)
often causes "neurocognitive late effects" in survivors of childhood cancer.
These "effects" include slower processing speeds and difficulties with mathematics, nonverbal reasoning, and sequencing ability. Short-term memory and
attention deficits are also common. According to Dr. Brenda Spiegler, a number
of factors including age, sex, intensity of CRT, and amount of school missed
influences the severity of these effects. Children treated with WBCRT before
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the age of five or six, for example, are at "especially high risk for developing
neurocognitive effects." And, for some mysterious reason, girls are affected
more than boys.(4)
Every one of my learning difficulties was mentioned in at least one of the
studies. Every time I read the words "neurocognitive effects," my brain translated it into BRAIN DAMAGE! I felt that I was uncovering some giant conspiracy, as if there was this clandestine group of scientists who had secret
knowledge of me, who knew things about me that I didn't.
I've always known it wasn't my fault, like having bad teeth or being born
color blind isn't your fault, but now I KNOW that it's not my fault. It's not
something that is me. It isn't innately me-isn't essentially me. It's something
that happened to me, something that was done to me-a fucking side effect!
I had always thought that any of the short circuits and loose connections I
had sparking around in my brain were at least truly mine. They were easier to
accept when I believed they were just inherently me. I could shrug them off
like birthmarks, natural God-given things that were uniquely me, things that
made me stand out in the crowd like that box Mrs. Simmons put around my
desk. But that night it began to seem more like a scar, and for the first time I
went from long-held, almost constant frustration to anger-targetless anger.
The anger dissolved in a few days as I began to think and write about what I'd
learned. If my learning disabilities are the price I have to pay for living, charge
me twice; I'll pay the interest and feel extremely fortunate.
And, I am fortunate. I'm outright lucky. If I had been born just a few years
before, I would have had little, if any, chance of living. Of the first generation
of ALL survivors who were treated with CRT, many have suffered far more
severe effects than I have. I know of one girl who was being treated at the same
time I was, who developed acute learning disabilities. The last I heard she had
been unable to finish high school and was bagging groceries.
I've spent the last twenty-five years working through and around the worst
of my learning issues. I've done really well. In addition to a good sense of
humility, I've developed my own set of survival skills. I may never be able to
rattle off the months in order, but I can always look at a calendar. I can only
keep three or four phone numbers in my head, but my cell phone can
remember 250 of them. It's possible that I would have been a perfectly awful
speller even if I had never been sick. There's no absolute proof that my problems with handwriting, or math, or concentration were caused by the radiation
that helped kill my cancer. Most learning disabilities have nothing to do with
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radiation treatment or chemotherapy. But I fit the bill perfectly. I was four
when I underwent daily CRT sessions, five days a week for two weeks, and my
chemotherapy included prednisone which, according to at least one study, is
suspected of being an accomplice in radiation's adverse effects on the brain. (5)
The weight of evidence from twenty years of studies suggests that ALL survivors show delayed IQ deficits that become more severe in children treated
with cranial radiation at a young age. (1) Difficulties with spelling, handwriting,
mathematics, and short-term memory are some of the most common symptoms of the damage that occurs in the brains of ALL survivors.
So now I'm left with a host of gnawing questions.What might I have been
like if I'd never undergone CRT? Does this mean I have more or less to prove?
How will knowing this affect the way my wife looks at me? How long until I
get used to this new self-knowledge?
I don't have all of the answers yet. I don't think I ever will. But I think I've
come to terms with two of the most gnawing questions: How long did my parents know, and why did they wait so long to tell me?
I haven't asked them how long they've known; I'm not sure that I care,
because regardless of how long they've known, I think they did the right thing
by waiting to tell me. Hindsight is as far away from 20/20 as memories are from
fact, and I can't be certain of how my life would have been different if I had
known the source of my learning difficulties when they were affecting me
most. Just as I can only guess at my alternative past, I can only imagine what I
would have done in my parents' position. Would I choose to tell my son that
the treatment that saved his life might have left him brain damaged? How do
you predict what that would do to his already shaken confidence? Do you tell
him that the same radiation that embarrassed him as a kid by stealing his hair
also caused so much of the frustration and humiliation he experienced in
school? Or do you support him, and encourage him, and never let him look
back?
I grew up believing that cancer was something that I was done with. My
cancer was dead. It couldn't come back. Helping me believe that I was safe
from cancer is the kindest thing my parents could have done. As much as I've
never felt like a cancer survivor, I do feel like I've fought long and hard to succeed in spite of my learning disabilities. While it's an accomplishment I take
some degree of pride from, I know it's going to be an ongoing struggle.
Fortunately my problems are not getting any worse, and I know that with every
day of practice I get better at working around them. Again, I am not alone;
today there are almost 2. 9 million kids in U.S. public schools with specific
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learning disabilities; that's about 5 percent! And those are only the ones who
are identified and get assistance. I would not have been counted in that
number; my symptoms were not severe enough to merit special assistance
according to the educational practices of the time. Nobody knows exactly why
most learning disabilities develop.(6) I'm never surprised to find that one of my
classmates or artistic friends has their own host of cognitive anomalies.
Creativity has always been the product of the differently minded.
I'm still trying to figure out what knowing that my learning difficulties are
likely the unintended consequences of my radiation treatment means to me.
But already I feel fortunate to know what the vast majority of people with
learning disorders don't. I know why, and there is some comfort in that, comfort that I had not expected to find when I called my mother that day from the
cafe. Comfort and understanding-I guess that's all I can ask for as I continue
to fumble around with this new self-knowledge. And even if I find no more of
either, I already feel fortunate because even though I don't dwell on it often,
and even though I am not wholly unscathed, I am a cancer survivor.
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The Sweet Science
The Curious Intersection of Lying and
Lepidoptery in Nabokov's Fiction
Ira Brooker

Frankly, I never thought of letters as a career. Writing has always
been for me a blend of dejection and high spirits, a torture and a pastime-but I never expected it to be a source of income. On the other
hand, I have often dreamt of a long and exciting career as an obscure
curator of Lepidoptera in a great museum.
-Vladimir Nabokov (Strong Opinions 46)
A NUMBER OF GREAT AUTHORS HAVE FREQUENTLY CROSSED THE LINE BETWEEN
fiction and science writing. William Carlos Williams was a skilled medical
doctor as well as a brilliantly gifted poet and fairly engaging novelist. Goethe
is recognized both as one of the founding fathers of European literature and
one of the earliest pioneers in the field of phenomenology. On the other side
of the coin, researchers like Stephen Jay Gould have advanced their scientific
efforts by writing in a literate and accessible style that allowed readers outside
their fields to understand their work (not to mention incensed their less
writerly, more "serious" colleagues with their popular appeal). Countless others
from both walks have dabbled in the opposite field with varying degrees of
success, and these crossover efforts have generally carried the stamp of the
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author's primary work, whether intentionally or not.
Whereas Williams's fiction is peopled with a variety of stoic doctors, and
the same philosophies inform both sides of Goethe's work, the butterflies that
joined writing as Vladimir Nabokov's twin passions generally flitted only
through the periphery of his novels and stories.And yet Nabokov was no mere
weekend lepidopterist; he took the study of butterflies extremely seriously and
was well regarded by his colleagues, even identifying and lending his name to
multiple new species. (With the naming of Pseudolucia humbert in 1995, every
major character in Lolita had a winged namesake.) Surely two such disparate
and accomplished careers could not help but intersect, but the connection
between Nabokov the novelist and Nabokov the scientist is not always patently
clear. Many of the most obvious conclusions, although very tempting to the
lazy essayist (at least one paper has been published casting Lolita as an extended
butterfly metaphor, with Humbert as the dogged collector and Dolores as the
besieged rare species, a thesis firmly refuted by Nabokov) are not borne out
upon closer study, and one is left to hunt for the subtler links.As Nabokov himself once told an interviewer fortunate enough to join the novelist for a butterfly hunt, "It's not easy to take a flying butterfly-because it dodges. The best
way is to wait for it to settle on a flower-or on damp earth, it's quite easy to
take," an inadvertent metaphor for the patience necessary in finding an underlying meaning in his work.
None of which is to say that the occasional concrete manifestation of the
scientist does not work its way into the fiction, and vice versa. In an otherwise
scientific paper on the genus Lycaeides, for instance, Nabokov slips in a description of the upper portions of the butterfly's uncus lobes resembling "the stolidly
raised fists of two pugilists (of the old school) with the uncus hoods adding a
Ku Klux Klan touch to the picture." Brief images of butterflies and their collectors (often bearing a close resemblance to the author and/ or his wife Vera)
crop up frequently in his fiction. Nabokov wrote to his mother that he found
the task of writing King, Queen, Knave with no characters from his native
Russia so dull that he was considering altering the story to include a lepidopterist (probably only in Nabokov's world could that action be considered
"spicing up" the story), and in fact when he translated and revised the novel in
the 1960s he did just that, albeit in a very minor role. More pronounced
appearances of lepidoptery include an early short story called "The Aurelian"
whose protagonist is, as the title suggests, an amateur butterfly collector, and a
long section eventually cut from The Gift Gohnson 41) entitled "Father's
Butterflies," which allowed the author to indulge both his passions at once.
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Probably the culmination of this literary crossbreeding can be found in the
author's revised memoir Speak, Memory. The structure of the autobiography is
intentionally hazy and off-center, as part of Nabokov's thesis involves the correlation between dreams and memory. Figures from the author's childhood
drift in and out, and themes become distorted as they lead to loosely connected
riffs that bring to mind improvisational jazz. But when a scientific topic arises,
particularly butterflies, the text snaps suddenly into sharp focus and no distractions are allowed. Even when the author is literally in a dream state, such as his
description of being a patient etherized on a table during an appendectomy, his
vision is of butterflies, and meticulously observed ones at that:
It was all there, brilliantly reproduced in my dream, while my own
vitals were being exposed: the soaking, ice-cold absorbent cotton
pressed to the insect's lemurian head; the subsiding spasms of its body;
the satisfying crackle produced by the pin penetrating the hard crust
of its thorax; the careful insertion of the point of the pin in the corkbottomed groove of the spreading board; the symmetrical adjustment
of the thick, strong-veined wings under neatly affixed strips of semitransparent paper (Speak Memory 121).
Probably not too much should be read into Nabokov's direct empathy
with his subject of study (although it may raise interesting questions when one
considers his stated disdain for readers who identify with literary characters, as
will be discussed later). Suffice it to say that the information and language contained in this selection are evidence of the man's knowledge of and fanaticism
for his area of study.
Still, these occasional overt manifestations do not say nearly as much about
the two Nabokovs as do some less obvious references. Probably the most
famous of these comes near the beginning of Lolita, when Humbert Humbert
provides the reader with a detailed, nearly scientific categorization of the
nymphet:
Between the age limits of nine and fourteen there occur maidens
who, to certain bewitched travelers, twice or many times older than
they, reveal their true nature which is not human but nymphic (that is,
demonic); and these chosen creatures I propose to designate as

"nymphets." ... It will be marked that I substitute time terms for spatial ones. In fact, I would have the reader see 'nine' and 'fourteen' as the
boundaries ... (Lolita 18).
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***
As Humbert further lays out the necessary qualifiers for a girl to fall under
his definition of prepubescent beauty, he adds a number of artistic flourishes
"other indices which despair and shame and tears of tenderness forbid me to
tabulate" (19), but the general language bears more than a passing resemblance
to that of a taxonomist describing the distinctive qualities of a certain species
of insect. The effect is subtle enough, however, that a reader unaware of
Nabokov's lepidopteran leanings would likely breeze through the passage as
simply a rather particular man's discussion of his sexual preferences. Only those
specifically searching for evidence of the author's scientific double life are likely
to pick up on it, and therein lies Nabokov's unique skill as a craftsman.
Regardless of whether or not he or she is aware of the roots of the passage, the
reader is certain to come away from it with a clear understanding of exactly
what Humbert means when he speaks of a nymphet.
This is evidence of the most obvious universal linking the two bodies of
work: a precision oflanguage that communicates the author's intention beyond
a shadow of a doubt. He often claimed that "In high art and pure science detail
is everything," (Strong Opinions 168) and his work in both fields bears that out.
There are many writers who thrive on ambiguity and make open-ended interpretations work for them. Nabokov is decidedly not one of these. There is
seldom any doubt about his characters' physical surroundings or what they
think of any given situation. Humbert Humbert's insistent defense of himself
is perhaps the most evident example of this trait-he boasts of a photographic
memory and provides exact street addresses for each of his squabbles with
Lolita-but such verisimilitude is a common theme throughout his work.
King, Queen, Knave, for instance, is at its heart a fairly simple story: rural
youth arrives in Berlin to seek employment with his prosperous uncle, uncle's

wife initiates love affair with youth, youth and aunt plot to kill uncle, aunt dies
and all are left damaged. The plot itself could belong to any number of generic
potboilers, but Nabokov wrests it from conventionality by making it a character-driven novel. As such, the story's success or failure rests mainly on the
creation of memorable characters who will engage the reader's interest
regardless of the familiarity of their activities. Many less nuanced authors
would attempt to achieve this feat through sheer quirkiness, but with the
exception of an insane landlord and a few eccentricities on Dreyer's behalf,
Nabokov crafts a much more memorable accomplishment through near-religious
attention to detail.
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Consider, for instance, this account of Franz undressing before a tryst with
Martha:
Meanwhile, slowly and meticulously, Franz was draping his jacket
over the broad shoulders of a special hanger (filched from the store),
after having removed and placed on the table a wallet containing a
five-dollar bill; seven marks and six post stamps; a little notebook; a
fountain pen; two pencils; his keys; and a letter to his mother he had
forgotten to mail (165).
There is no obvious readerly benefit to knowing the exact contents of
Franz's jacket pockets; the items he removes are too pedestrian even to fall
under the category of insights into the character's persona. And yet the fact that
Nabokov includes this list in all its dreary detail is indicative of why King,
Queen, Knave works as well as it does. It is the description of a process, seemingly unimportant, that nonetheless goes a long way toward placing the reader
in that musky apartment with Franz and Martha. Item by item, we are given
an almost tactile sense of everything Franz holds in his hand and places on the
dresser. With each mundane object we develop a greater sense of the drab routine of a sexual relationship whose sheen has faded, so that by the time Franz
tells himself, "Well, to work, old soldier," we are amused rather than shocked
by his blase attitude toward sex with the woman to whose image he once masturbated so fervently. Furthermore, this little scene gives us an idea that perhaps
the murder the couple has been plotting in lieu of foreplay is as much a desperate attempt at restoring meaning to their relationship as it is an effort to
achieve the freedom Martha speaks of at such length. The narrative of the emptying of Franz's pockets, then, seemingly so purposeless at first, becomes a
gateway to a potentially important shift in the direction of the entire novel. It
is, of course, impossible to say whether Nabokov's scientific background is
directly responsible, but the same eye for minutia essential to any decent entomologist is certainly in evidence in this passage.
In a similar vein, one of Nabokov's professed joys as a writer in both fields
was the unveiling of secrets recognizable only to the trained observer. This joy
of discovery will be familiar to any research scientist who revels in finding a
specimen whose mouthparts are formed slightly differently than an otherwise
identical animal. Attempting to explain the thrill to a layman would likely be
fruitless, but for the discoverer it is ecstasy. Nabokov was able to enjoy that
feeling both as scientist and as writer (specifically, as one who took such pride
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in his knowledge of the obscure). He once wrote a thank-you letter to a colleague who sent him a newspaper clipping on one of Nabokov's winged discoveries and noted that "what must tickle some of my best readers an iridescent pink is that it is precisely the butterfly which settles on damp sand at the
feet of Pnin and Chateau [in Pnin] ." His works are sprinkled with such gems
and in-jokes for only the most diligent readers. For instance, he occasionally
mentioned in passing butterflies whose common or scientific names worked as
a pun or metaphor in the larger context of a story but left the tidbit unexplained, a curious blending of wit and snobbery.
For all of his attention to detail and lepidopteran references, however, there
is nothing to suggest that Nabokov in any way regarded his characters with a
so-called cold, scientific eye (itself a misnomer, as demonstrated by the warmth
of much of the man's butterfly writings), as is the conclusion too often leapt to
by those perplexed by the conundrum of a scientist/ novelist. If the characters
in his novels are not exactly lovingly drawn (an arguable point), they are created with a profound knowledge of humanity, as opposed to a more dispassionate knowledge of human nature. If an arrogant, lecherous, irritable pederast
like Humbert Humbert were presented exclusively in detached zoological
terms, one suspects it would be very difficult to muster much sympathy for his
pedophiliac and eventually murderous behavior. That Nabokov successfully
humanizes this man who could be made into a monster with very little effort,
even going so far as to allow him to present his own defense rather than
dumping the task on some unsuspecting third person, effectively negates any
myth of Nabokov as the unfeeling scientist.
Still, it is true that a successful biologist must possess the capability to
regard his or her subjects with a certain detachment. After all, if a lepidopterist
allowed himself too much empathy with the insects writhing in his net, he
would hardly be able to callously pin them to a board in the name of further
research. Perhaps this idea of scientific neutrality informs one of Nabokov's
more noteworthy statements about his literary philosophy. In his famous
address to a college class "Good Readers and Good Writers," he describes identifying with a character in a book as "the worst thing a reader can do." This
condemnation likely comes as something of a surprise to many readers who
believe themselves to have benefited by identifying with many literary characters in their reading careers.The finer point, however (characteristically unelaborated upon by Nabokov, who surely would have considered anyone who
needed an explanation unworthy of one), is that there is a distinction between
identifying with a character and sympathizing with or recognizing traits in the

Ira Brooker

169

same. If, for example, an alienated college student reads Catcher In the Rye and
recognizes many of the situations and emotions of Holden Caulfield's life, all
the better for his understanding of the novel. If, however, he begins to identify
with Holden, ascribing his own ideas and feelings to the people on the page,
he effectively strips the novel of its context and perverts Salinger's intentions.
To most readers it is a subtle but obviously important difference, but to a scientifically trained mind like Nabokov's it is both obvious and imperative to
preserving the integrity of literature.
This relatively brief speech is a treasure trove of illumination on the connection between the two worlds of Nabokov. Commenting on the tenuous
nature of truth in fiction, he says,
Every great writer is a great deceiver, but so is that arch-cheat
Nature. Nature always deceives. From the simple deception of propagation to the prodigiously sophisticated illusion of protective colors in
butterflies or birds, there is in Nature a marvelous system of spells and
wiles. The writer of fiction only follows Nature's lead (5).
This philosophy of justified deception was obviously near to Nabokov's
heart, and he often passed it on to his characters. In the opening passage of
Laughter in the Dark, for instance, he describes the protagonist appropriating an
idea from something he has read: "True, it was not his own [but] he made it his
own by liking it, playing with it, letting it grow upon him, and that goes to
make lawful property in the free city of the mind" (7). And what is Lolita but
Humbert Humbert's deliberate manipulation of facts to support his own selfish
cause?
In this context, it is hardly surprising that butterflies and moths are
Nabokov's insects of choice. As he notes in the speech, there are numerous
examples of both that disguise themselves with markings resembling large eyes
or colorations that blend in with tree trunks as a method of survival. Surely his
prevaricator's mind must have appreciated trickery so complex in service of so
basic an impulse. He was also reportedly rather impressed with the vagueness
surrounding the etymology of the word "butterfly," noting that some claimed
the first specimen noticed was a buttery yellow color while "another version
has it that the name was derived from .flutter by-making it all a Spoonerism!"
(Nabokov's Butteiflies 39) A confessed deceiver such as himself had to appreciate
that shadowy background.
Perhaps Nabokov's finest insight on the topic of science and literature

170

Hair Trigger 27

occurs near the end of "Good Readers and Good Writers." Speaking about
who is and is not qualified to read books (again, it is a characteristically
Nabokovian idea that some people are not), he posits that
the best temperament for a reader to have, or to develop, is a combination of the artistic and the scientific one. The enthusiastic artist
alone is apt to be too subjective in his attitude towards a book, and so
a scientific coolness of judgment will temper the intuitive heat (4).
That line of thinking can be applied to writing with more or less equal
validity. A writer who is by Nabokovian definition overly "artistic" runs the
risk of investing too much personally in his story and characters and thereby
losing sight of the elements that might make an audience care about his creation. As discussed previously, the overly scientific writer will arrive at the same
result, but his fault is not investing enough of himself into his work. Nabokov
goes on to state, "It seems to me that a good formula to test the quality of a
novel is, in the long run, a merging of the precision of poetry and the intuition
of science" (6). He himself is a prime example of a writer who strikes an ideal
balance between the two, and this collision is the forefront of some of his most
wickedly humorous passages, Humbert's sarcastic but spot-on observation of
"the curious roadside species, Hitchhiking Man, Homo pollex of science, with
all its many subspecies and forms" (Lolita 104), for instance.
Another collegiate speech provides a final piece of conclusive evidence of
the joint effort between scientist and novelist. Nabokov gave his class the
example of a schoolboy who begins collecting butterflies. He may observe
obvious similarities and differences in the species he captures, such as markings
on the wings or the number of feet, but there is no way he can appreciate
The fascinating variety of inner organs, the varying shapes of
which allow the scientist not only unerringly to classify them ... but
also to trace the origin and development and relationship of the genera
and species, the history of the migration of their ancestors, the varying
influence of the environments on the developments of the species and
forms, etc. etc. etc .... This example applies to every field of knowledge, and is very apt in the case of literature (Boyd 10).
This wonderful metaphor ties in well with Nabokov's "Good Readers and
Good Writers" statement that "one cannot read a book: one can only reread it" (3).
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His books are written with a scientist's attention to detail and an artist's devotion to craftsmanship. They are designed to be perhaps enjoyed upon an initial
reading, but like the boy and his butterflies, the reader cannot hope to develop
a full understanding of his subject until he has thoroughly versed himself in the
greater field of study. It is Nabokov's belief that a layperson may enjoy watching
a butterfly, but only a well-educated lepidopterist with a knowledge of the particular insect and its fellows can truly appreciate its intricacies. It stands to
reason, then, that only after one has already read a book and acquainted himself with the characters and plot can he re-read it with a full appreciation of its
nuances. A reader tackling King, Queen, Knave for a second time may chuckle
with recognition as Franz recoils in horror from the noseless man on the train
and think, "How very like Franz!" A revisitation of Lolita reveals the faux foreword by "John Ray,Jr., PhD" to be filled with sly wit and subtle hints as to the
action to follow ("The caretakers of the various cemeteries involved report that
no ghosts walk."), whereas the casual, one-time reader is, by the end of the
book, likely to forget that the passage even existed. Much as dogged scientific
research (hopefully) eventually rewards its perpetrators, Nabokov hopes to
reward those with the dedication to return to his work and give it the attention he believes it so richly deserves.
There are, then, multiple indications that Nabokov the novelist and
Nabokov the scientist are closely related, if not inextricable, and it would be
difficult to imagine another writer who has accomplished that tricky combination so seamlessly. Taken alone, each of his bodies of work would be enough
to ensure him lasting significance in his field, but it can only be conjectured
whether his stature in either would be nearly so imposing without the other.
Regardless, the already inestimable value of the Nabokovian catalogue of fiction is enhanced that much more by the interdisciplinary lessons it holds for
readers. Perhaps the more we engage this issue, the further we move from that
curious but clueless schoolboy puzzling over the incandescent wings fluttering
in his palm.
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The Wild One
Pat Noonan

IT WAS STORMING ON THAT LATE SUMMER AFTERNOON. NOT QUITE STORMING

yet, but it was coming. The sky was moving quickly, dark clouds rode the winds
of an approaching storm. The darkness was easing its way into the neighborhood. The sun disappeared behind the grayness of the sky. The tornado
warning sirens could be heard, loud and intimidating, echoing through the
deserted streets. Parked cars lined up on both sides of the streets perfectly in
order, like a long row of gravestones on the dim-lit concrete. The smell of rain
eased into unopened windows, through the screens, into living rooms and
kitchens overpowering the aroma of burnt toast and carpet cleaner. The windows closed, the smell was left to dwell alone, accompanied only by a young
boy standing in the rain.
I first met Chris Candela when we were still wearin' short pants and
weren't even snot-nosed punks quite yet. We were just little kids at the time,
wiping the snot off our noses with the ends of our sleeves as we played fumble
rumble in front of my house on Hoyne on a chilly October afternoon. His
entrance into my life left a deep impression, like a footprint in wet cement. We
were playin' a deeply heated game of fumble rumble in which one person has
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a football and has to go from one driveway to the next, all the time tryin' to
keep from being tackled by up to ten people, who not only all wanted to take
ya down but to injure you to the fullest extent in the process. Bloody noses, split
lips, and migraine headaches were the only inevitable ends to a game of fumble
rumble. It was a street fight with no punches and no one else on your side. It
was sports at its most primitive. We were all waitin' in a long, uneven line, ready
for Danny Harrigan to leave the safety of the driveway and run into the kill
zone of the cold damp grass when I saw Chris Candela for the first time. He
was on roller blades and huddled low to the ground, like a sprinter waitin' on a
starter pistol. He was hangin' on the back bumper of a long black Cadillac that
was cruising down 93 rd Street at a decent speed. As the car turned the corner
onto Hoyne Street, ignorin' the stop sign completely, Chris held on to the
bumper with one hand, then let go and headed straight for the tall curb. He
huddled even lower to the ground as we anticipated his collision with the curb
as Danny Harrigan took the opportunity to run untouched to the next driveway. We were just watchin' and waitin' for him to smash into the curb and bust
himself up, and quite honestly most of us wouldn't have wanted it any other
way, but at the last second he jumped the curb huggin' his chest with his knees,
and tumbled to the grass doin' a fireman's roll and getting right up, laughin' to
high hell as we walked over, extremely impressed with his acrobatic routine. He
won us over that day, every single one of us.
A flash of lighting and a silhouette, and there he was. Shirtless, his hair
matted down by the pounding of the rain, soaking wet, weighing in at no more
than sixty pounds. He picked up another rock and let it sail from his tiny hand.
He couldn't have been more than eight at the time. The storm hadn't let up in
the least, but there he was on the wet grass with no shoes on, slinging rocks
sidearm into the doors of parked cars. He neither smiled nor celebrated after
each hit. He just continued to throw. Another flash of lightning and his tiny
body was illuminated on the front lawn. It was Chris Candela. He had a mysterious way of appearing, always making the exciting entrance without really
tryin', it was just how he did things.
Chris Candela wasn't real, but he was. He was so real. If I close my eyes I
can see him. I'm looking out the window on a summer afternoon, he'd be
walking down the street. He'd have no shirt, barbed-wire tattoo on his upper
arm before it became cliche, when only legit bad-asses sported ink like that,
jean shorts with a long-ass chain and black combat boots.Always with the long
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chain-I can remember him leading a pack of guys into the back yard of a
party we weren't invited to. It was around Christmas time. It was cold. We were
thirsty for beer. It was a Brother Rice party. We went to Mount Carmel. There
was a sign on the front door that said, "No Carmel Kids." Chris Candela
studied the sign, and when asked what it said he looked at the crowd and gave
the same shit-eating grin as always and yelled, "Everyone to the back." He took
off running. We all followed. He kicked right through the chain-link fence that
separated the front yard from the back yard and continued to run. We continued to follow. He never stopped. Without a pause he booted the back door
open. We paused and he stopped-"Come on fellows," he yelled to us as he
moved his arm over his head, waving for us to come on in. I followed directly
behind him and as I did, I realized the meaning behind poetry in motion. As
he led us into battle he grabbed the long chain that hung from his belt loop
and swung it around his head like a rodeo cowboy, still on the continuous dead
run, cracking it and knocking the head clean off a plastic Santa Claus that stood
in the hallway of someone's house who didn't want us there, all in front of a
bunch of people who were terrified of him. Why were they terrified of him?
Because he had just decapitated Santa Clause and expressed no remorse. It was
classic. Then he tackled some kid and put him in a wrestling move. It was
embarrassing to watch, especially because the kid was twice his size. Candela
would never pick a fight with someone smaller or bully someone deemed
defenseless. He hated bullies. We took their beer and left. They should have
been more hospitable.
Chris Candela stood in the pouring rain as Jack Mortimer, one of the more
intimidating fathers of the neighborhood, stood on his front porch screaming
for him to get inside. The storm was violent. It was one of those storms that
brought highway traffic to a standstill, made ponds of city streets, and tore fillings from the teeth of a closed mouth. Dogs hid under beds, families sat in
basements; the youngest curled up in a ball holding on to their moms with all
their might, squeezing with all their tiny strength until the storm passed by
while the older siblings searched the drawers for candles.
And there was little Chris Candela standing on the front lawn of Jack
Mortimer's. He looked at Mr. Mortimer and slowly turned around. He reached
down onto the water-logged grass and picked up another rock. He looked back
at Mr. Mortimer and smiled. He let the rock fly.
As Jack Mortimer waited for another strike of lightening his granite face
produced somewhat of a smile that quickly faded.
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"That kid won't make it to see eighteen," he said.
My little brother Matt and I were sitting up at the convenience store trying
to get a run. I was probably twelve or thirteen at the time so my brother
couldn't have been more than eleven, and trying to get cigarettes at the time
always proved to be difficult. We usually waited for the black dudes who were
waiting for their girlfriends at the beauty salon right next door to come by.
They were cool about that kind of shit. It must have been a Monday because
the beauty salons were closed and there wasn't anybody willing to buy us cigarettes.We were out there for nearly an hour and were almost ready to go when
from the alley came a couple of dudes we didn't recognize. They were older,
but only by a couple of years. They were what we called "trash balls," kids who
wore baggy-ass pants and lots of chains around their necks and liked different
kinds of music and hung out at different parks and weren't from the neighborhood. There was a mutual hatred between us and them. We didn't like each
other because we liked different kinds of shit.
Make sense. Back in that day, if there wasn't a real reason to fight you made
one up, essentially meaning there was always a reason to fight. They weren't
welcome and they knew it.They were the type of kids who would walk around
and look for a smaller group of kids or younger kids to fight. We were perfect
targets . I counted four and they were older and bigger. My stomach tightened,
but it always did during confrontation, more out of anticipation than fear. They
wouldn't kill us or stick a knife in our guts or beat us into a coma or nothing,
but you take a lot of shit from your buddies when you got beat up by a trashball, even if you were outmanned. They'd probably just beat us up a little bit
and go back home. That's how shit worked. That's how shit was done. They
were probably from Ashburn or W rightwood or Mount Greenwood or one of
the other neighboring districts that produced trashballs.
They stopped when they saw us. We just stared at each other for a minute
or two. They were making sure we didn't have any buddies in the store. Before
I could fake a come-on-out-here- and let's-take-care-of-business wave into the
store, my little brother spoke up.
"Trashballs," my brother yelled to them, in his most spiteful and hateful
tone. He might have been a small motherfucker but he had a lot of heart. I was
never more proud to be his older brother. We'd go down throwing down at
least. That was for certain.
I searched the area for a bottle. I didn't see one. Any weapon would work.
There was nothing. I had a lighter in my pocket, and I pulled it out and tightened
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it into my fist making for a more potent punch as my little brother picked up
a broken screwdriver that was lying on the ground. I remember thinking I wish
there was a bottle. You could hold back four dudes easy with a broken bottle.
Always make sure it's empty or uncapped though; if it's pressurized the whole
bottle will break leaving you nothing to hang onto but your nuts.
"What'd ya say?" said one of the dudes as they straightened their backs and
stuck out their chests in their best effort towards intimidation. I was getting
more nervous and was almost considering running when a cool breeze hit the
back of my neck, running straight down my spine. And from out of nowhere
there he was, emerging from the alleyway and easing his way from behind these
trashballs, these outsiders. He appeared from out of nowhere. A rush of wind
and he was there, like an angel with a gapped tooth smile and shit-eatin' stare.
I remember thinking to myself he wasn't real. But he was entirely real, a tangible being who walked the streets like he leased them out to people.
There are these shaky memories of Chris Candela, sneaking up on a bunch
of trashballs and smiling, his finger at his lips signing for us to keep quiet. They
had the drop on us and suddenly the tables turned so drastically I couldn't even
move a muscle. I was frozen. I wasn't scared in the least bit. I had no fear of
anything at the moment, yet was immovable as the great pyramids. When I
think about it, he must have been a ghost, or maybe even an angel sent down
for the benefit of late-night storytelling. He wasn't real, I tell myself, but saw
with my own two eyes as he slithered his way behind these four kids holding
his chain against his pants so as to not make any noise and clonking two of
their heads together with such force that blood splattered out of one of the
kid's ears. They both hit the ground. They didn't get up. Before one of the other
standing kids could even turn around, Chris picked him up and body-slammed
him onto the kid with the bloody ear. He looked at the other kid, the last
remaining trashball, and made like he was going to punch him. The kid feinted
back, falling on the ground and immediately covering himself up. Chris
laughed and walked away. He put his arms around me and my brother and
looked back at these kids who were all in shambles. He looked at me with a
shit-eating grin and asked if we wanted to get him.
Another flash of lightening and Jack Mortimer could see Chris, who was
on top of someone's car jumping up and down, up and down. His arms were
above his head, with his hair shaking violently and beads of water jumping off
the strands into the cold concrete. He stopped and looked in the direction of
Jack Mortimer, who he couldn't see. Jack Mortimer turned his back on Chris
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and walked into his house. He made his way back into the kitchen and placed
himself in front of the window.
Chris Candela smiled and waved; then he continued dancing with the
storm. He never stopped.
The first time I ever got stoned was in Chris Candela's basement. We were
watchin' a skateboard video and Pennywise was playin' loudly on the stereo. I
always heard that ya don't get high the first time ya smoke weed, but I found
out first-hand ya could get high as fuck off the second-hand smoke of dope if
you're sittin' in a closet inhalin' the dark marijuana smoke pourin' out of a
homemade hookah. Just sittin' in the closet for a few minutes, I was already
feelin' light-headed. Candela was already a pro at the time, holdin' his hit deep
into his lungs an' then blowin' it in our faces, and we were all coughin' and
stoned before we took our first hit. Chris took at least three huge hits before
anyone else had the nerve to experiment with the drug and before ya knew it
we were all coughin' to high hell like we had a lifetime of Pall Mall filterless
under our belts. When we got outta the closet we were all laughin' our asses
off and stoned outta of our underdeveloped minds. Chris walked over to the
radio and put the music on full blast and immediately started a mosh pit of
which he was the only one to partake, knockin' everyone to the ground as he
aggressively threw his shoulders into people. He picked me up by the legs and
body slammed me into the couch, all the while bangin' his head to the music,
enjoying himself to his fullest extent. The only way to end his biffing campaign
was to get by him somehow and turn the music off. This proved more difficult
than gettin' by ten defenders in a game of fumble rumble because we were all
stoned and uncoordinated. There were probably four or five of us at the time
and we were tryin' our best to get to the radio so we could end the punishment we were takin' from Chris, who seemed to think the basement moshing
session was enjoyed by all. After a couple of attempts towards the radio and
Chris knockin' everyone around like he was at a punk show or somethin',
someone finally made it to the radio and turned it off. It was a tough battle,
like charging uphill into enemy gunfire, but we finally were able to escape the
abuse of Candela, who whenever he got caught in the zone of punk rock music
was known to clear out mosh pits at punk rock shows as well as his basement.
After we all caught our breath, Chris told us to meet him outside, that he had
sometin' to show us. We walked slowly and awkwardly up the stairs, our feet
heavy and unsteady on the wooden staircase. We all gathered outside, the
unconscious laughter floating around us as we experienced being stoned for
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the first time. We weren't outside for too long, maybe just a couple of minutes,
when the side door flew open and Candela jumped out with a shotgun
pointing straight up in the air. He pumped it but we already started runnin' like
hell, tryin' as hard as we could to distance ourselves from the sound of a blastin'
shotgun.
Jack Mortimer was wrong. He was wrong by one year and eleven months.
Chris Candela died alone in a dingy basement. He died in that basement but
was found on the front steps of a hospital. The same hospital he was born in.
The same hospital I was born in. He had injected a lethal dose of heroin into
his arm.
Questioning the reasons why people do anything is part of living the life.
I think about Chris Candela a lot. I wish I could live more like my drug-addict
friend. He started a slow dance with a storm and never stopped. He lived a
short life but at least lived it while he was here.
The last time I saw Chris Candela he didn't look so good. He was lying
down, arms across his chest, his eyes closed, and skin so pale he looked like he
was carved out of wax. He wore a tight black shirt that covered the track marks
that riddled his skin, a junkie connect-the-dots, black jeans and black belt more
appropriate for a punk rock concert than a wake. I looked down at him. I
looked away. I looked back at him. It was unreal. I clutched a photograph in my
hand. It was held loosely in my hand as I stared at Chris Candela's eyelids. His
eyelids were closed, burned above his cheeks, his upper jaw. I wanted to cry. I
couldn't cry. I didn't feel anything but nonchalant, subtle, refined emotion.
When they put you on display after you die, they keep them closed. They
did the same thing for my mom. When I die, I'll put it in my will to keep my
eyes open. Stare straight back at the motherfuckers paying their last respects
that they never gave me in life.
I looked back at the photograph. I looked back at Chris. These couldn't be
the same person, I tell myself. It didn't look like the same person. I remember
the day the photograph was taken, back when we were still in grade school. A
hell of a good day it was, everyone smiling, hands to the sky and single fingers
pointing towards the god of victory. Children in maroon football uniforms
captured, frozen, held in a beautiful moment that would never take place again.
Happiness in the eyes of all the child warriors; happiness only achieved in
childhood. From the tiny safety with the burning red hair, to the giant fullback
with duct-taped shoulder pads who looked like a Roman soldier, to the tight
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end who never caught a pass, who I saw that day for the first time in four years;
they all shared in the same pleasure, the pleasure of being champions, and me
now looking down at the dead halfback. My friend. My brother. Looking
down at him, I didn't feel anything. Before I came in I wanted to leave. It was
just too much. Seeing everyone. Seeing everyone crying. Seeing everyone
coked up at a junkie's wake. I wanted to scream. I wanted to yell. LISTENYOU
STUPID MOTHERFUCKERS, YER FRIEND IS FUCKING DEAD FROM
DOING THAT SHIT, AND YER GONNA COME TO HIS MOTHERFUCKIN
WAKE FUCKED UP? WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU STUPIDASSMOTHERFUCKERS? I didn't say anything though, I just stared into

their transparent thoughts, their transparent feelings, the same as everyone's
around them.
To die that young is a hell of a thing, I tell myself. I kneel down in front
of the dead body of my friend. I pretend to pray. I think of grammar-school
football. I think about him jumping out of the side door of his house with a
pump-action shotgun. Spraying buckshot into the air. Buckshot hitting
branches, branches falling onto the grass. Friends running home, scared. Him
laughing. We live in the middle of the goddamn city of Chicago. People don't
do that. Normal people don't do that. Chris Candela wasn't normal. He wasn't
crazy. But we still loved him. We never told him, though; that would be gay. He
became a junkie. We did nothing.
Amen, I whisper, without ever really praying. Sign of the cross. I walk over
to his dad. I hand him the photograph. He looks confused. He doesn't
remember me. He's drunk. I pat him on the shoulder. I walk away.
I wait for my brother and cousin. My cousin came all the way from West
Virginia. He has to leave tomorrow.When I see him he's talking to Mike Kiely,
Mike Kiely is crying. That makes me feel real bad. Mike Kiely is not the type
of person to cry in public. He's the type of person that would make fun of a
person cryin' in public.
That's life, I tell myself as I stand next to my little brother. We walk behind
our friends who carry the body of our friend who was a junkie. He was more
than that, though. But when you die that way, that's how you're remembered;
that's life. As we neared the entrance to the church, I saw my older brother
Mike. He wore his Marine uniform. He was standing with my dad and stepmom. My step-mom never even met Chris. It pissed me off that she was here.
As they brought the casket to the limousine I looked at my older brother. He
broke down. It made me feel vulnerable. He was my older brother, and he was
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a Marine. He was supposed to be stronger than that. I wanted him to be
stronger than that. Chris was his best friend at one time. He had a connection
with him that I think neither he nor Chris ever had with anyone else. Then
they grew apart. That's life.
Chris Candela had a pet squirrel. He loved it. It would crawl up and down
his tattooed arm. It wasn't full-grown, it was just a baby. He really loved it. One
day it was crawling on his shoulder. He picked it up and threw it on the
ground. Then he stomped on it. It didn't die though. Its legs were broken and
it looked pathetic, so Chris put it in a plastic bag and drowned it in his pool.
He loved that squirrel. I never understood why he killed it. I never understood
why he did some of the things he did.
He eased into the corner of the tiny basement room, slowly putting his
back up against the wall and dropping his knees, music loudly escaping from
the stereo, standing alone among cigarette ash and the smell of uncertainty;
undistinguished in an indistinguishable course of events. The drug was in full
effect. The feeling was the same starting with the vein, racing through the
bloodstream, making its way up the arm, direction never lost, destination never
known, easing up, easing through the entire body.
Heroin.
It's almost a beautiful word. It's almost a beautiful world.
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Fairytale
Stephanie Kuehnert

CARLISLE WAS THE KIND OF TOWN WHERE MAJOR EVENTS OCCURRED ABOUT

once a decade. The event that shook up Carlisle in the seventies happened early
on, in the beginning of June 1972 when Eric Lisbon killed himself. The suicide itself wasn't shocking. Suicides happened often enough, and usually they
were young men. In the early eighties when the food processing plant laid off
25 percent of its employees, there was a rash of them. Same thing in the midsixties after three dry summers in a row. Eric was exactly the type to blow his
brains out, a high school dropout who had never held a job for more than two
weeks before he lost his temper and got himself fired, who came from a family
that had been falling apart at the seams since not long after he was born.
"Yeah, saw that one coming," Elisa Williams told Penny Trot in the church's
basement bathroom after the funeral, as she readjusted her nylons facing the
dust-smudged, full-length mirror that hung just to the left of the bathroom
door. They were sticking to the sixty-five-year-old woman's sweaty legs, barely
concealing the purple ropes of veins that wound their way up her tree-trunk
calves with a bronzy hue that didn't match the rest of her skin.
"Too bad the family didn't. Would have saved them some ... distress,"
Penny replied succinctly, dabbing at her face with a moist paper towel, wiping
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away sweat, not tears. She had gone to high school with both Norma and Gary
Lisbon, and while she felt sorry for Gary, her dislike of Norma kept her from
shedding any tears. It was a well-known fact that Norma flirted with every guy
in JT's Tavern and had a special affection for Penny's husband Steve, whom she
had dated briefly in high school.
"Can you imagine ... ? Took them eight days to find the body. Eight days!
Can you imagine?!" Elisa declared, turning around to face Penny, struggling to
keep her wrinkled mouth in a straight, solemn line, but her dancing, watery
blue eyes gave away the twisted glee she found in rehashing the horrible situation. She started to fumble through her purse for a cigarette.
Penny glanced to her right, away from the small mirror that hung above
the single sink, at the older woman, her best friend's mother-in-law, and knew
she would be stuck in the tiny bathroom with her for the duration of that cigarette. Penny looked to her left, thankful that the frosted window was cracked
open to provide some ventilation. Elisa still clung to the idea that women
oughtn't smoke in public. Penny smiled to herself as she reapplied the somber
shade of lipstick she had chosen for the occasion. She knew she could get the
most detailed version of the story the whole town was talking about from Elisa,
and it would probably be as close to the truth as gossip could get. "So, it really
took eight days?" she prodded.
Elisa nodded emphatically, "Oh, yes. Norma called the police last Thursday,
said she hadn't seen Eric since Monday night. Gary said he'd heard the boy
come in around three o'clock Tuesday morning, but nobody'd heard from him
after that. Sheriff said he'd keep an eye out, but Eric was seventeen, and most
everyone figured he'd just taken off for a while. Then, as you know, this heat
wave rolled in on Monday." As if she had suddenly reminded herself how overheated she was, Elisa pulled the church-service program out of her purse and
started fanning herself. "Well, by Tuesday around noon, there was this awful
stench coming from the basement."
Penny's hand fluttered to her throat as if she was suppressing the urge to
gag. "Oh, Elisa!"
"Yep, Gary went downstairs to take a look, thought maybe one of the dogs
had brought in a dead raccoon or something. He didn't come upstairs for about
an hour. Well, Norma finally figured out to go down there. Found 'im in this
bathroom they got down there. Real tiny room, probably as big as those two
stalls put together," Elisa gestured behind Penny at the two stalls. Penny winced,
feeling suddenly claustrophobic, imagining a bathroom one-third the size of
the one she was in, also underground, closed in by those thick basement walls.
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Elisa continued, "Two policemen had to pull Gary away from the corpse. He
was solidly hunkered down. The body was wedged between the toilet and the
sink, and Gary had thrown himself on top of his son. Got himself covered in
Eric's blood and hair. Hasn't spoken a word since he found the body, you know.
That kind of close proximity to death'd make anyone a mute, if you ask me."
"My God!" Penny's face went slightly green, and she was sorry she had
fished for the detailed version.
"There's been plenty of suicides in my time, but never a body rotting in a
house for over a week before someone finally caught on to it." Elisa shook her
head and exhaled a large puff of smoke.
"It really is terrible."
Elisa hesitated, glanced around the bathroom even though she knew there
was no one in the two stalls behind them. She stepped closer to Penny, close
enough that Penny could feel her hot, musty breath on her neck, but she didn't
reach out to touch Penny,just met her eyes in the little mirror. "Terrible for his
parents, yes, but that kid was no good. Did you see his girlfriend? The Carson
girl? Did you see her?"
Penny nodded. Though Louisa Carson had not said a word throughout the
entire service, had not carried on like Norma had, screaming at her good-fornothing son, makeup smeared all over her pasty face and running from her bloodshot eyes, and tearing at her tangled, badly dyed hair as they lowered Eric's coffin
into the ground, Louisa had created a stir. Everybody had been staring at her.
"Covered in bruises head to toe? Did you see that?" Elisa asked. "Didn't
even try to cover them up, wearing that little black sundress. You know her
doctor father doesn't beat her.You know where those bruises came from. Now,
that Louisa, she's always causing trouble, at first I wanted to take that girl aside
and tell her to cover herself up, but then I thought about it. I mean, was it really
disrespectful to the dead if that's what he did to her when he was living? And
the family didn't seem to notice her at all. I just didn't know what to think. I
still don't know what to think. Maybe I shouldn't say it, but good riddance. This
is just a nasty situation all the way 'round. People going to be talking about this
one for a long time." As Elisa stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray on the
counter next to the sink basin, Louisa pushed open the bathroom door.
Penny and Elisa's eyes immediately hit the floor as they shuffled for the
exit, neither of them able to look at the girl. Louisa headed for the sink, turned
on the cold water faucet with a steady hand, and began to splash water on her
face and neck, pulling some of the droplets through her dark-rooted blonde
hair. She glanced up into the mirror, wishing the rivulets that trickled down

Stephanie Kuehnert

185

her face were tears, but she couldn't cry for Eric. She hadn't been able to cry
for Eric since the first time he hit her. It had happened over three months ago,
but her ribs ached whenever she thought of it. He had seen her talking to
Michael Black, the singer/ guitarist for Inkwell, the band that had opened for
Eric's band. Eric had immediately pounced on her, dragged her outside to the
farthest corner of the gravel-covered area that served for River Edge's parking
lot. He'd yelled first, not loud enough for the sounds to make their way back
into the noisy warehouse; his words had probably disappeared behind her, into
the thatch of trees. She didn't remember them, she just remembered the punch.
He had hit her right below her breasts, knocking the wind right out of her
lungs and making her fall into a crumpled heap on the ground. Then he had
pounded on her arms with his fists, kicked her in the ribs and the stomach
before she brought her legs up to protect herself. After that he'd finally walked
away, but not without spraying gravel in her face. Her tears stung and she
resolved not to cry again.
Louisa stared at the bruises in the mirror, the ones around her throat like
a gaudy necklace, the ones that trickled down from her shoulders and covered
her arms, thinking she could distinguish each one, remember how it came to
be briefly and then leave it there, buried in the church basement. It was over.
Eric was gone and it was over. But all the fights blurred together, red, purple,
and green all over her. The only thing she could remember clearly was the end.
She had gone there that day to tell him it was over. She hadn't spoken to
him in over a week, but she knew that their relationship would not end until
she told him directly. Louisa approached Eric's house slowly, taking small steps
like every movement she made hurt her slightly. When she reached the steps,
she looked back down the long driveway at her best friend Molly's car. She
couldn't make out Molly's face, but she thought she saw her nod, urging her
forward. Eric's small house, painted dark red, looked like an angry wound. The
front door was on the left side of the house; concrete stairs led up to a small
wooden porch painted black but chipping badly. Louisa took a deep breath and
walked slowly up the stairs toward the front door. All she could hear were her
own footsteps and the squawking of the birds. Eric's neighborhood was always
so silent. She felt trapped as soon as she stepped onto the porch, the right side
of it completely walled in by the front of the house. She stared at the wall
knowing the living room was on the other side and hoping Eric wasn't sitting
inside there, that he hadn't peeked through the heavy curtains that blocked the
windows facing the street and watched her arrive. The left side of the porch
was open, except for a black wooden railing. Louisa sized it up, figuring she
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could leap over it if necessary, if she couldn't get down the stairs. She tried to
banish those thoughts, though. She was there to confront him, to make him
listen. And he would have to. This time. She reached for the doorbell.
An incessant ringing drilled into Eric's dreams, finally jolting him awake.
His hazel eyes flipped open like switchblades. The haze of sleep slowed him
only briefly, "What the fuck ... ? Fucking doorbell! Better be something damn
good," he growled, but he suspected it was his mother coming home on her
lunch break to tell him that if he wasn't going to go back to school, he better
get a goddamn job. She had never actually come home to check up on him
before, but she had threatened it many times. He huffed, swinging his legs off
his bed. The old woman had been digging into him so much in the past couple
weeks that he wanted to strangle her, but he knew better.
Eric smoothed the black T-shirt he had been sleeping in and pulled on the
torn blue jeans he had managed to struggle out of drunkenly the night before.
His hazel eyes darkened and a scowl tore across his pale face. "Well, Norma,
can't believe you skipped your usual three-vodka-tonic lunch at the tavern just
to chew out your no-good son," he muttered as he scrambled out of his room,
across the living room toward the front door. He tried to get all of the sarcastic
remarks out of his system because he did not feel like getting knocked around
the house by her again. As much as Eric wanted to fight back, he knew he could
never harm his mother, despite the fact that she hadn't treated him with any
affection since he was two years old, when his father had checked himself into
an institution to deal with the depression that had been getting steadily worse
since he had returned from Korea. His fucking stoic, ex-Marine father was the
one he really wanted to bash for just standing there and watching through those
blank eyes as Norma drank herself into a fury and turned on Eric.
Eric was still zipping his fly as he opened the front door, figuring the best
excuse for not answering fast enough was, "Sorry, Ma! No, I wasn't in bed, I
was in the can." Zip. Button. But before he even opened the door halfway, Eric
saw that he was not facing his mother. She stood seven inches shorter than him,
just like his mother, but unlike her, Louisa didn't have the sagging stomach and
doughy cheeks of a woman who had devoted the past fifteen years to nothing
but hard drinking. No, Louisa was just a girl, his girl, or at least she had been
until she had disappeared on him.
"Well, well, well, Louisa has finally decided to grace me with her presence,"
Eric said, as he leered through the screen at the blond on his porch. Eric buttoned the top button on his jeans. "Oh, wait," he grinned, teeth sliding like ice
over his chapped lips, "maybe I should be unzipping? I don't know if I can for-
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give you, but if you want, we can ..."
"No! I'm not here for that."The words rushed out of Louisa's mouth, angry
and firm. She had been prepared for that. She knew it was the first thing he
would say, but she didn't know what would come next. She just wanted to tell
him to leave her alone. Better yet, she thought, he should leave town. Whatever happened, she had to make sure he got and stayed out of her life from that day forward. She would have Molly go get the police if it came to that. Louisa glanced
quickly over her shoulder, the black car at the end of the driveway and the shadowed figure of her best friend inside it reassuring her. ''I'm here for my ... fairytale ending." Louisa twisted her mouth and shoved her hands deeper into the
pockets of her jean jacket. Happily ever cifter, she said to herself, and Eric leaves.
Eric looked Louisa up and down, noting how her black skirt clung to her
thighs, how her black boots cut into her calves. She had been such a beautiful
girl when he had met her a year earlier, standing in front of the stage at River's
Edge, staring up at him while he sang. Innocent green eyes, not a trace of
makeup, natural honey brown hair, simple clothes, jeans and a flowered tank
top. He knew then that she was his girl, the perfect girl. Then, at the end of
that summer, she spent two weeks with a cousin in New York. Slowly, she had
started turning into the girl who stood in front of him. "Girls like you don't
get fairytale endings." Eric met Louisa's heavily mascaraed eyes and said, "Girls
like you get exactly what they deserve."
Louisa felt her skin burning with anger from the inside. She prayed that she
wasn't blushing. She wouldn't let him think he had humiliated her again.
"What do boys like you get?" she retorted defiantly, pulling her jacket closer
around her body to shade it from Eric's eyes.
He just laughed. "Gee, Louisa, what are you doing here at eleven in the
morning on a school day? Ditched class to come see me when you knew my
parents wouldn't be around? Or anybody else, for that matter!" He stepped out
onto the porch, screen door slamming behind him, and flung his arms out as if
to present the empty houses around him. Eric lived in one of the oldest areas
of Carlisle. There were only five houses on his block, spaced at random like the
last rotting teeth in an old man's mouth. They all stood empty during the day:
Children at school, fathers at the factory, mothers there, too, if they weren't
waitressing like Eric's.
Eric pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, and pushed chin-length,
dyed black hair out of his face. His long eyelashes fluttered as he lit the cigarette, and the sunlight on his face made him look younger than seventeen. In
fact, Louisa realized, he looked just as he had the night she first noticed him.
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The light made his face glow just like that spotlight he had been standing
beneath did as he sang and played his guitar furiously, making music that
sounded so new, so real, unlike the psychedelic haze that had consumed the
end of the sixties. Louisa had liked that music, but she had been craving something, harder, with an edge. And that was Eric. He was different.
Then Eric exhaled, his voice like rubbing alcohol into a blister. "You're not
going to be a dropout like me, are you, Louisa? What on earth would your
mother say? What would she do if she found out what you are really like?
Maybe I should tell her. Maybe that would teach you not to fucking disappear
on me for a week and then come crawling back."
Louisa cursed herself for letting the memory of how he had seemed when
she met him flood back. After all, that was what had trapped her for so long.
She went red with fury. "I am not crawling back ...." Louisa pulled one hand
out of her pocket as if she was going to hit him, but Eric just ignored her.
"Maybe I should call your mother up and tell her, 'Mrs. Carson, your
daughter has gotten herself into some trouble.You know the troubles silly little
girls get themselves into these days. Like your daughter's best friend Molly,
barely seventeen, and now she's gone and gotten herself knocked up by that
rich boy gone awry Luke Parker."' Eric paused dramatically to point his finger
like a gun at the car at the end of the driveway, recognizing it as the one
belonging to Molly's mother.
Though she was far enough away that Eric couldn't see her face and she
couldn't hear his words, Molly could see what was going on. She smirked at
his pointing finger through the car window. She was stretched across the front
seat of the old sedan, leaning against the driver's side door, so she could watch
everything while angrily braiding little bitty strands of her long brown hair.
"Go ahead, Eric, say all you want, but you fucking touch her and I'll be on you
so fast," Molly muttered to herself.
Eric spoke louder as if somehow through the rolled-up windows and the
noise of the radio Molly would be able to hear his fake address to Louisa's
mother. "But Molly's got those bad-girl genes, Mrs. Carson. She's the daughter
of a whore a_nd an Indian who drank himself into his grave before she turned
a year old. What do you expect? Don't give me that look, Mrs. Carson. Don't
tell me that Molly is like a daughter to you and your doctor husband. Your
daughter, your Louisa, is a good girl gone bad. Molly, well, I'd like to get into
those bad-girl jeans ..."
Louisa clenched her teeth. "Just shut the fuck up about Molly, Eric. This is
about you and me."
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Eric just batted his eyelashes and took one step toward Louisa. She refused
to back away, but his proximity made the porch feel even smaller to her. "But
Louisa, she's in a lot of trouble now. And as her mother, you have to wonder
how a good girl like Louisa could go so bad." The rage was consuming Eric.
His goddamn mother riding him and now this girl, this stupid girl who didn't
know what was good for her and couldn't understand that he did, that he was
watching out for her so she didn't become some stupid slut, then some stupid
drunk slut, and then a drunk hag like .... Eric pushed back his greasy hair and
glared at Louisa. "Mrs. Carson, can you picture her, your Louisa, as I see her
now? Standing on my front porch with hard eyes so angry they are black
against her pure white skin. Lips painted red like an open wound. Silver bullet
fingernails grown long and wild. Bleached blond hair glistening in the spring
sun like a halo, your little fucking angel Louisa. Oh, she makes me laugh ..."
"Shut up! Shut the fuck up, Eric!" Louisa demanded, voice like hot steel
in the sun. This was not how she wanted it to go. She was supposed to do the
talking, not let him go on one of his maniacal tangents like he had been for the
past six months, since she had shown up at his house for Thanksgiving dinner
in a simple black dress that he had deemed utterly inappropriate for reasons she
would never understand. Her father had bought that dress; why would her
father buy an inappropriate dress? She seethed, thinking of it lying in a heap at
the back of her closet because Eric had torn it off her. "Shut the fuck up! It's
my turn to talk today!"
Eric pushed his face into hers like he was going to kiss her, but when he
parted his lips he emitted a cruel cackle that lit up his hazel eyes and cut
through the silence of the neighborhood, echoing on the small porch. "HA!
HA! HA! Little sixteen-year-old girl trying to act tough. Yeah, your daughter
was a good girl, Mrs. Carson, but she's in trouble. Do you remember when she
went bad, Mrs. Carson? When little Louisa fell from heaven above and hit the
common dirt with the rest of us? Do you remember how you tried to protect
her? Bringing her here, to this quaint rural town, so no big-city criminals could
ever get to her? But it didn't work out, Mrs. Carson. I remember your daughter
from fifth grade, from the day she moved here, before she went bad. She doesn't
think I remember, but I do."
He closed his eyes briefly, letting the image come back to him as it had that
night at River's Edge when he noticed her again for what felt like the first time
in years. His lips settled into a small smile that seemed almost peaceful. "A
sweet, pale little girl, always wore her soft, brown hair in two braids. I remember
the lilac dress she wore on her first day in our class. And I loved her. I'm sure
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every boy in the class did, but I really loved her."
Anger broiled in Louisa's green eyes, which she targeted right on Eric's
eyes as he opened them. "Bullshit.You didn't love me then and you never have.
You're too diseased to love anyone!"
Eric kept his eyes locked on Louisa's and didn't flinch at her words. "I
remember her long brown curls, nose buried in a book, like a good girl's should
be." He paused, hoping good girl Louisa would defend herself, that she would
get down on her knees on the chipped porch floor in front of him, flutter her
eyelashes, and spit out helpless apologies to remind him that she was still there.
Louisa shook her head and tightened her jaw. "Eric,just stop it. No more
of this twisted shit. This time you are letting me talk."
Eric was disappointed; just a few days away from him, and Louisa had
started acting hard. "And sure," he continued, "she hung out with wrong-sideof-the-tracks Molly, but that was nothing compared to that crowd she started
running with in eighth grade, those kids from the River's Edge warehouse. I'm
sure she told you, 'Molly and I just go there to listen to the music."' Eric mimicked Louisa's voice with a high-pitched whine. "Yeah, right." He shook his
head, but the movement was so small and sharp his chin just seemed to move.
"They called you up, didn't they, at the end of Louisa's freshman year? Said,
'Mrs. Carson, you better watch your daughter. She's cutting class, running with
the wrong crowd.' But you still believed in your little Louisa, didn't you? She
kept her grades up. That kept you and the doctor happy. She could still get into
some posh liberal arts school, maybe even go Ivy League." Eric sneered. He hadn't
even realized he had been watching Louisa for so long, just thought she had
caught his attention when she came to town and then again when he noticed
her at River's Edge for the first time. She had been good, even better than he
had realized when he had started dating her, and he had known then that she
was the best thing that he would ever have in his life. He had known then that
he would be so good for her, make her even better, and she was fucking it up.
"You don't fucking know me!You don't know anything about what I want
or what my parents want for me!" Louisa spat, her finely arched eyebrows
sharply angling down as her angry frown tugged her face into a mask of rage.
Eric's eyes glazed over, livid. He continued, "But did you look at your
daughter, Mrs. Carson? DID YOU LOOK AT HER AFTER SHE CAME
BACK FROM NEW YORK? Did you see how she bleached that pretty
brown hair white like a whore's? Did you notice how those T-shirts started getting tighter, her skirts shorter, tights torn? Did you smell her, baby-powder
fresh tainted with cigarettes and booze? Did you meet her friends? Did you

Stephanie Kuehnert

191

watch her flirt with those bad boys, boys with police records longer than your
grocery list? Do you know your daughter, Mrs. Carson? I'm looking at her
right now. She's backing me into the corner of the porch, against the wall, and
I know what your little Louisa wants ..."
Louisa stepped slowly toward Eric, forcing him into the corner of the
porch,just to the right of the front door. His hand shot out, up Louisa's thigh,
and she jumped back at an angle, toward the black railing behind her, to the
left. "DON'T FUCKING TOUCH ME! If you try to touch me again, Eric, I
swear to God ..." Louisa screamed at the top of her lungs like she used to at
his shows, except instead of adoration there was fury.
Eric mockingly put his hands up in the air, slowly letting them fall back
down to his sides as he continued his tirade. "Mrs. Carson, little Louisa thinks
she's a girl from a fairytale and I'm the big bad wolf, like she's too pure and
good to get into this kind of trouble all by herself, like she's a princess who is
going to wake up, but she's not because she's in trouble with me."
Louisa pointed a shaking finger at him. "No. No, you are in trouble with me."
Eric ignored her. "I know you thought I was just another one of those bad
boys, Mrs. Carson, another one of those punks your daughter would hang
around for a month or two, part of her bad-girl image. But I fell in love with
your Louisa because I knew she was a good girl; I knew she was a good girl to
the core. Bad boys don't want bad girls, Mrs. Carson. A bad girl is just a whore.
Bad boys like me love good girls. Your Louisa is sharp, beautiful, and she loved
me more than my mother ever did. And didn't you see how I loved your
daughter? Didn't you see how I made her stop wearing those slutty clothes,
made her get rid of those no-good friends like Molly, made her pay when she
misbehaved?" Eric squeezed his eyes closed, tears forming in the corners. I am
so good for her and she doesn't even know it, he thought.
Louisa stared at him, so :flabbergasted that her face went slack and expressionless. She saw the tears, the passion. "You're totally fucking crazy," she told
him in an enraged whisper, "totally fucking crazy. You call that love?" She let
her voice get loud and shrill. "YOU CALL THAT LOVE?"
Eric opened his eyes wide and looked right into Louisa's. "I disciplined her
the way you never did, Mrs. Carson. Girls who grow up that smart think they
can always get their way. She had to learn, so I taught her. I fucked her good,
too.Yeah, I fucked her like good girls trying to be bad girls ought to be fucked.
I made her get down on her knees on the dirty bathroom floor in my basement, that disgusting closet of a room. I made her lie down on that cold concrete and I fucked her until she forgot how to cry. I jammed her head under-
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neath the sink and fucked her until I was done. I fucked her until she was
timid. I fucked her like that all night until she went running back to no-good
Molly. But lo and behold, today she's shown up at my door, and your little angel
Louisa is in trouble now! I'll touch you ifl want to, Louisa! What are you going
to do about it, little girl?"
Eric's hand darted out toward Louisa's shoulder, but she slapped it away.
She wanted to throw up after hearing him describe their last night together.
She felt her stomach clench as the smell of piss, mildew, and whiskey came back
to her. He had pulled her into the basement bathroom, smaller than the tiny
front porch, a toilet in the far corner, sink a few feet to the left of it, and just
enough room for a person to lie down in front of them. He had dragged her
down there, his fingers leaving another ring of bruises on her upper right arm,
because she had told him that she didn't want to sleep with him, he was too
drunk, too violent. "I'll show ya 'too drunk!"' he had screamed at her the entire
way down. First he had tossed her on the cement floor and climbed on top of
her, holding down both of her arms with his heavy hands. When he was sick
of that, he forced her to stand up, pushed her back against the wall and wrapped
his right hand around her throat. "Stop fucking screaming! No one is going to
hear you!" he had kept repeating, even though she didn't recall making a single
sound. After that he pushed her down onto her knees, shoving her head
beneath the sink, banging it into the pipes, went at her from behind. She almost
lost consciousness then, soon finding herself on the floor beneath him again.
Louisa's limbs felt weak and loose as she remembered crawling out from
under him after he had finally collapsed into a drunken sleep. She had run,
clothes torn, bleeding, all the way to Molly's house, still feeling his weight on
her chest. "No, no," she shook her head, shaking herself out of the memory, the
ends of her blond hair stirring up the air around her violently. "I LEFT you.
I'm here to tell you that you better not ever come near me again."
"Or what?" Eric challenged, teeth gleaming beneath his smirk as if he was
ready to bite into her.
"Or. .. " Louisa stuttered, "or me, Molly, and Luke will beat you so bad you
won't ever be able to show your face again in this town. In fact," Louisa's voice
suddenly strengthened, "you should get out now. Fucking leave. I'll let Molly
tell Luke what you did to me and-"
Eric cut her off with a cackle. "And what? If you ever EVER leave me
again, I'll get you and your friend Molly. I'll fuck you both so good that you'll
never be able to whisper about me, you won't even be able to whimper. She
won't have to worry about marrying Luke Parker because I'll cut that baby
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right out of her. I'll kill her for trying to get into my business. So, tell me,
WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO ABOUT IT, LITTLE GIRL?" he taunted, his
eyes black with anger.
And Louisa was silent like she had been for too long. She closed her eyes
and slowly pulled her right hand out of her pocket. Eric watched her lift the
gun she had kept hidden in there.
"Oh," he laughed, "oh, I see. I guess I haven't fucked the bad girl out of
her yet, Mrs. Carson. I guess she's crazier than I thought.Your little Louisa has
just pulled out a gun. Your daughter, Mrs. Carson, is in a lot of trouble. She's
fucked up really bad ..."
Louisa wrapped both hands around the heavy black handgun that she and
Molly had found in Molly's mother's boyfriend's basement. He had, like, twenty
of 'em, none of them legal, Molly was sure. So he wouldn't notice, couldn't do
anything if he did. Only as a last resort, Louisa had thought over and over again
since they had taken it. Only as a last resort, she had dreamed, knowing it was
shoved in the drawer of the nightstand beside her. It's my last resort, she thought
as she wrapped her finger around the trigger, everything silent except for Eric's
voice. He continued to mock her as she raised the gun to his forehead. Last resort.
"Molly, where are we?" Louisa struggled to open her sticky eyes.
"We're halfway between heaven and hell," Molly responded with a weak
laugh. She knew it wasn't funny, but laughing was the only thing Molly felt she
knew how to do. Louisa squinted through the darkness and watched Molly pull
back her long brown hair to light a cigarette. "What? Did you think it was all
a dream?" Molly asked, wiping the sweat from her face and then tossing Louisa
the cigarette pack.
Louisa caught it and noticed the blood crusted in her fingernails. When she
looked down and saw it spattered all over her T-shirt, her face went pale. She
reached up tentatively and felt blood matted in her messy blond hair. "Kind of,"
she replied hoarsely, trying to remember how pulling the trigger had made her
whole body shake.
"Did you think you'd wake up and we'd be little girls again camped out in
front of the TV at my grandfather's house?" Molly asked, closing her eyes and
absentmindedly running her fingers over her large, rounded belly.
"Kind of," Louisa repeated, trying to picture the look on Eric's face when
she shot him at point blank range. Then Molly stood up and she didn't have to.
Eric's forehead was caved in like a rotten melon, his taunting hazel eye missing
from the right side of his face where the bullet had entered. His ripped skin
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looked like papier-mache that would never dry, singed black and red. All that
was left of the back of his head was shattered pieces of skull, red gore, and tufts
of greasy black hair.
Molly blocked her view of the body and forced Louisa to meet her steady
eyes. "Don't black out again, Lou. I mean, thank God you came out of it
enough to help me carry this asshole down here, but I had a heck of a time
cleaning up the mess on the porch. We're going to have a lot of rags to burn.
It's spotless up there, though, and there's plenty of blood to spread around down
here." Molly smeared a bloody rag across the wall behind Eric's body, then
quickly shielded Louisa from it again.
Louisa was getting paler by the second, and her eyes looked glazed. "Guys
like him shoot themselves all the time, Louisa." Molly said firmly. "He had no
future. No one will even question it."When Molly had heard the gunshot, she
had thought for a moment, l-# committed a crime. But that was immediately
erased when she remembered how bad Louisa had looked when she had
shown up at her house that night. And then, as Molly had reached Louisa
staring at Eric's slumped body on the porch, Louisa had said, "He was going to
kill you. He said he was going to kill you and the baby." Molly hadn't had a
second thought since then; that bastard had deserved to die.
"I killed him, though, Molly," Louisa stammered.
"No, he killed himself." Molly insisted, her face stony.
Louisa blinked, trying to focus on their surroundings. "Where are we?"
she gagged on the words, answering her own question. The bathroom. The
dirty gray concrete. Eric's body slumped between the toilet and the sink. It
smelled like piss and disinfectant. It smelled like being on your knees.
"Give it to me," Molly stated.
"What?"
Molly answered with a nod in the direction of the toilet. Louisa's painted
fingernails clattered against the gun; it felt so much lighter now. Molly wiped
it off on her sweatshirt and eased it into Eric's stiff hand, hooking his finger
around the trigger.
Molly opened the heavy, brown door to the bathroom, pushed Louisa out
in front of her, and pulled the door shut with her sweatshirt still covering her
hand. Then she pushed Louisa in front of her, up the basement stairs, and out
the back door. Louisa stood blinking in the sun as if she were seeing the outside world for the first time.
Once safe inside Molly's car, Louisa let her head fall onto Molly's shoulder,
tears rinsing the blood from her eyes. "But I ..." Louisa began, her face con-
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tarting like a small child's when shocked by the realization that she had just
fallen hard.
"No," Molly reminded her again, "he killed himself. No one saw you, no
one heard you, no one will ever think otherwise, and you shouldn't think otherwise either."
Louisa nodded, but she looked down at her hands, still speckled with
blood. "His blood will always be on me, though," she said, voice cracking. "I'm
cursed."
"No, you're free." Molly pressed Louisa's hand to her big stomach; the baby
was kicking strong and hard.
"It's OK, little girl. We'll only tell you stories with happy endings," Louisa
whispered.
Molly added, "It's OK, little girl, you won't grow up like this."
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Screwing Around
Jill Winski

WHEN THE SUN CAME UP, JOEL WAS ZIPPING UP HIS ACID-WASHED JEANS, THE

ones that were about two inches too short. The sun beamed in on him through
the slits in the blinds, and the words entered his head like darts: "Screwing
around with a married woman is suicide."
Who'd said that? He turned and stared at the pale foot poking out of the
pink sheet at the end of the lumpy double bed. The foot had toenails painted
the deepest shade of red, a color he knew to be called Vamp, by Chanel. He'd
seen the bottle of nail polish on the table next to the bed the night before, and
he'd said, mumbling, trying to light a cigarette at the same time, "How much
would a person have to pay for a bottle of Chanel nail stuff?" And the answer
had been, "Honey, you don't wanna know." And when he'd pressed Darlene
further, she told him that one bottle of Chanel nail polish cost her what he
made in three hours behind the counter at McDonald's, maybe even four. He
whistled. Darlene was sitting next to him on the bed, staring straight ahead,
applying a gel-like substance to her white face, her small and delicate nose and
chin. She twisted up one corner of her mouth and said, "But I'm worth it."
The sun was oppressive; it made him realize he was running late. He had
to get home, change into his school uniform, buy cigarettes, try to stay awake
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during seven class periods, then go to his second job operating the Christmas
train at the Forest Park Mall. He hated lifting the germ-laden kids up and
down, despised their gleeful yelps and sudden tearful outbursts. He loathed
them almost as much as he loathed Darnell, his acne-ridden manager at
McDonald's, a nineteen-year-old pencil-necked loser who constantly
reminded him to "Hustle,Joel! Hustle!" and pointed to the sign hanging below
the frying station: "Target goal time to assemble a meal: 16 seconds maximum!"
He'd shoot himself before he'd still be at McDonald's next year, when he would
turn nineteen. Being nineteen was not supposed to be about slapping fucking
cheeseburgers together, not for him. And yet he'd procrastinated on applying
to colleges. He didn't know why.
Darlene rolled over in bed and the sheet slipped down, exposing her
breasts. It was funny how turned on he'd been the night before, and now, with
her white skin, chocolate-colored hair, and a line of saliva like a piece of a
spider's web connecting her pink-brown lips, she looked like death warmed
over. The room depressed him; like the rest of the rooms in her four-room
apartment, it was small, needed to be vacuumed, and had one shriveling plant
in a white planter shaped like a unicorn on the windowsill. Darlene's few
books, haphazardly lining the middle shelf of a fake-wood bookcase next to the
door, included Jfomen Who Love Too Much and The Road Less Traveled. Joel
thought vaguely that she probably hadn't read them yet.
He was about to slip silently out the door, closing it behind him, his hand
on the glass knob, when he heard Darlene's hoarse voice: "You headin' off to
school, honey?" Darlene was thirty-three years old and a nonsmoker, but she
had the voice of a sixty-two-year-old, lifetime three-pack-a-dayer. That voice
had intrigued Joel at first, but now it was beginning to give him the creeps; it
had begun to remind him of something that was aged, decrepit, practically
dead. Her voice created in him the sensation that a hand was inside his chest,
squeezing his heart. He turned back toward her. She was propped up on her
elbow, wiping sleep out of her eye with her free hand. She had huge, dark,
watery eyes that turned down at the corners, giving her a perpetual sad-almostto-the-point-of-tears expression. The sheet was down around her thighs.
"Gotta get home and take a shower," he said.
"You want me to pack you a lunch?"
"Nah, I'll eat from the vending machines today. Gotta go. I'll call you."
"You better. I hate it when you say you'll call me and you don't." She
yawned and added, "You know how I hate that." She rolled over and pulled the
sheet up to her neck.
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Joel closed the door and blew through the living room, where Darlene's
twenty-pound orange cat lay asleep on its back on the plaid couch, four paws
pointing toward the ceiling. He hated cats. You never knew where you stood
with a cat, and this particular cat, named Marmalade, liked to take stealthy swipes
at Joel's legs and feet: he usually left Darlene's with bloody claw marks around
his ankles. He wanted suddenly never to see the thing again, and he hoped it was
dead, but its upside-down green eyes flashed open as he brushed by it.
On the Harlem Avenue bus he decided to stand. An old woman with an
accent he thought might be Polish, the hood of her coat pointed like an elf's,
got up from her seat and stood next to him for no apparent reason. She said,
peering up at him with a wry expression, "Aren't you a tall, handsome, young
man? How tall are you? How tall?"
"Six-four," he said, forcing a smile.
"How's that, now?" She leaned in; she was standing very close to him, her
shriveled hand a foot below his on the metal pole they both gripped. Her face
inside the hood was creased, the skin papery, her eyes mere slits.
"Six-four," he said down to her hood.
"Oh boy, you are a tall one," she said, smiling up at him with thin lips.
"Such nice brown hair! Such strong features! A good nose!"
"A big nose," Joel mumbled, turning and staring out the window.
She reached up and tapped his chest. "I bet you got girlfriends.Yeah?"
"Nah," he said, turning back to her politely. "No time."
She winked at him. "Some day," she said. "Some day soon." Her eyes
flashed, like she thought she was some sort of prophet. She elbowed Joel in the
waist. It made him shiver, but at the same time, a warm feeling came from her
prediction, wrong as this old woman probably was. Girlfriend-it was a foreign
concept. There were only the people he fucked. Darlene. She worked at the
Community Bank across the street from McDonald's. She'd come in a little after
four when she got off for the day, just as Joel's shift was starting. Runs in her
pantyhose, too much dark eyeliner under her enormous eyes, her near-black
hair piled high on her head-she made him think of a sad raccoon wearing a
strange hat. Large fries and a Diet Coke ·was her usual dinner. They joked about
it. She was dieting, ha ha. But she wasn't funny, not really. She wasn't smart,just
this side of white trash, and still he'd gone in for the kill. Eat prey. Maybe it was
the fact that he'd never been with anyone quite as old as Darlene. And yet she
wasn't old old. Not like his mom or anything. But now he was tired, and when
he thought of her, he got that troubling pain in his chest.
He turned his key silently in the back door of the two-flat he and his
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mother occupied. He had perfected the art of this silent key turn and could
enter noiselessly. This worried him sometimes; he imagined a rapist or killer
who'd copied the key to the back door somehow, making an entrance just as
soundless. His dirty Nikes moved silently across the brown linoleum of the
kitchen; then he swished through the living room and into the bathroom,
where he turned on the shower, closed the door, and pulled off his clothing.
There was a knock on the bathroom door a moment later. He stuck his head
out. His mother stood there with her arms folded across her nurse's uniform,
a shapeless white shirt with clowns on it, some cotton pants, and some ugly
white shoes with squishy soles. Her makeup was caked on; he could see creases
in her greasy blue eyeshadow. Her hair was limp and disheveled. She'd been in
a bad mood, he thought, since her fortieth birthday a month ago, which she'd
chosen to spend alone with a bottle of Chardonnay.
"How come you look that way?" said Joel.
"I fell asleep in my work clothes," she said, moving in so her body was
between the door and the doorjamb. Joel remained behind the door, his head
cocked out around it; he was naked.
"Why?" he said. The door felt cold against his chest and stomach.
"Because I was goddamned tired, that's why!"
"OK," said Joel.
She took a breath. There was a puckered dent between her eyebrows, and
her face-eyes, cheeks, chin, the "jowls" she had started referring to with such
disgust-seeme d veiled in weariness. "Well, mister, I don't care what you're
doing gone all night long so long as you're not getting anybody pregnant."
"Mom!"
"That's all I ask. That you graduate from high school without getting anybody pregnant. Get into college. That's all I ask, and I don't think it's too much.
You're eighteen, I can't tell you anything anymore; I can't make you stay in at
night, but I ask you for my sanity, don't get anybody pregnant. I work my ass
off for you to go to a decent school-"
"You work your ass off?"
"That's right, I do!" She sighed, and said, "You know I think you're a pretty
good kid. I just want you to move up, move out, move on-so don't get anybody pregnant."
"Christ! I won't, don't worry about it." He started to push the door closed,
but she smacked her hand against it.
"Whoever this girl is you're staying out with all night-just tell me, do I
know her parents? Just tell me that much."
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"Jesus! No.You care about this crap, all of a sudden?You don't know her."
He added, feeling suddenly clean and righteous, "We haven't slept together yet,
if you must know."
His mother groaned. "Oh, please, Joel! Do you think I just fell off the
turnip truck? Do you think I was born yesterday? Do you think I don't know
shit from Shinola? Do you think-"
He closed the door and locked it. He wondered how long she would go
on tossing cliches at him, but he couldn't hear exactly what she was saying with
the door closed. As he stepped into the shower, he had a terrible feeling of loss
and fear. What was the loss about? Ritual, he thought. The ritual of the silent
key-turn was over. No use. She knew. That was the loss. And the fear?
"Screwing around with a married woman is suicide." Was that the fear?Who'd
said it? It wasn't the words themselves, it was a feeling that went along with the
words when he'd heard them, when they'd been said by whoever had said
them.
Joel made his way to school more slowly than usual, his limbs heavy.
During fourth period he was called out of AP Biology into the assistant principal's office. He stopped in the second-floor janitor's closet to sneak a cigarette
from his secret stash, duct-taped to the underside of the filthy sink in the
corner. When he got to the office, the assistant principal was standing next to
the receptionist's desk, in the same arms-folded-ac ross-chest position his
mother had assumed that morning_.
"Mr. Garrison," she said, "You've taken an awfully long time walking from
room 201 to this office. It's just upstairs. It shouldn't take you more than thirty
seconds to get here." She reached one small French-manicu red hand up to her
neck and fingered a gold necklace with a delicate initial A dangling from it.
Joel thought, She wears a letter A, because she is the assistant principal, and then he
realized that couldn't be what the A stood for.
"I came directly from class," Joel said. "Ask Mr. Simms."
"Mr. Garrison, tie your tie.We don't let our ties flap in the wind here.And
why are your pants so short?" The assistant principal always seemed vaguely
bored and jittery, like she was secretly about to burst while she waited for a "situation" that needed to be dealt with.
Joel glanced down at the navy blue pants of the school uniform. His ankles
in their black socks were clearly visible. "I know," he said, "and I'm not supposed to wear Nikes with the uniform.Are you giving me detention, or what?"
The assistant principal sighed and shook her head of wild red curls. She
could have been hot, Joel thought, as he always did when he saw her, if she
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weren't like fifty. She was one of those women who looked hot from the back,
and then when she turned around you realized she was older than your mom,
and that was just a little too weird.
"You have a phone call," she said. "It's your aunt."
The receptionist, a huge woman in a flowered polyester shirt whose chin
and neck melted together, handed him the receiver, her lips pinched tight and
her eyes sharp.
"My aunt?" Joel put his hand to his forehead. There was no time to think.
"Oh, my aunt. Right," he said. He took the phone. "Hello?"
''I'm sorry to pull you out of class, honey, but I needed to warn you."
Darlene's pseudo-smo ker's rasp stung his ear.
"Uh ... warn me?" Joel pulled the phone cord toward the gray block of
file cabinets that lined the wall across the tiny room.
"My ex, Tommy-we ll, my soon-to-be- ex, well, maybe, anyway-he came
by this morning to pick up some things and, well, you left your jacket here,
sweetie, and, you know, it's your school jacket and all, and he kinda picked up
on something, and then I kinda let it slip that you run the train at the mall ..."
Joel felt perspiration prickling on his forehead and in his armpits. The
jacket. He hadn't given the jacket a second thought. He was always forgetting
seemingly mundane things, random details. "Can we cut to the chase here,
Aunt Darlene?" He glanced over his shoulder. The two women both had their
arms folded, their eyes boring into him. He could hear the tick of the big white
clock on the wall just above his head; it sounded like the crunch of footsteps
coming closer, closer.
"The long and the short of it," said Darlene in that nauseating throaty
voice of hers, "is that Tommy says he's gonna kill you tonight."
"What?!"
"Now, wait a second, wait a second, sweetie; see, he says stuff like this. It
doesn't mean anything, necessarily."

"Necessarily?"
"I just knew I couldn't live with myself if I didn't say something to ya. But
don't worry.When he says 'kill,' he's not sayin' kill, you know what I mean? He's
not gonna do anything, sweetie. I just . . . you know, wanted to give you a
heads-up."
"A heads-up?" Joel's knees buckled and he put one hand on top of the filing
cabinet in front of him to steady himself. The metal was cold.
"Mr. Garrison," said the receptionist, "I need my phone." Joel looked over
his shoulder. The would-be hot assistant principal was sitting on the desk now,
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her legs crossed. He stared for a minute at the hole in the knee of her pantyhose. She raised her eyebrows as if to say, "Get on with it."
"Look," Joel whispered hoarsely into the phone, "is the guy fucking nuts
or not?"
"Come on," said Darlene, "would I marry a nutcase?"
"You're divorcing him!"
"Sweetie, I didn't wanna worry you, just give you a heads-up. I gotta go."
She cleared her throat. "And don't forget you promised you'd call me. You
know how I hate it when you say you will and you don't."
"Aunt Darlene-"
The phone clicked down like a hatchet striking. Joel whirled around and
handed the receiver blindly to the receptionist.
"Problems with your aunt, Mr. Garrison?" said the assistant principal. She
drew the words out, making each one count.
"Yeah," he said, "she's, uh ... getting a divorce. It's ... complicated."
"Get back to class, Mr. Garrison," said the assistant principal.
Joel spent the rest of the day looking shiftily over his shoulder and thinking
he didn't want his obituary to say that he was a straight-A student who worked
at McDonald's, ran the Christmas train at the mall, and fucked soon-to-bedivorced women fifteen years older than he was.
Later that night, Joel stood in the middle of the circle of train track at the
Forest Park Mall, still in his school uniform with a Santa hat perched atop his
head, the Christmas train and its two small passengers clattering slowly along
around him. The coast appeared to be clear, and Joel felt relatively safe, like the
phone call from Darlene had been a kind of waking dream. He'd dissected a
baby pig on a metal tray, noting each organ carefully, when he'd been called to
the office and the dream had begun. He remembered, too, that Darlene had
mentioned her soon-to-be-ex was a short man who always wore a black
leather jacket. Of course, most men were shorter than Joel, who was big and
gawky and unathletic. But couldn't a short man also be a powerful man? He
pulled at the fluffy ball on the end of his Santa hat. The hat made him sweat.
Or was he sweaty because he was fucking terrified? No. He felt fine. He walked
over to Mrs. Claus's Christmas House, a tiny plywood building painted red and
green in the corner of the area fenced off for the Christmas train, and pulled
the lever that gently brought the train to a halt. The two children riding in the
caboose began crying. "More!" they screamed, "more!" Joel lifted the brats gingerly to the concrete floor, as they shrieked louder and their mother-who was
definitely hot-ushered them away.
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It was only December 2, and the Christmas train was not particularly popular yet. He knew from working the past two Christmas seasons that the
weekend before Christmas would be a nightmare. Now the mall buzzed with
a fair number of Friday-evening shoppers who bickered and consulted lists.
Rose Records stood directly across the way from him, and behind him was the
entrance to Target. Fashion Bug and World Bazaar and the Cookie Factory and
Payless ShoeSource dotted the rest of his corridor. Gray concrete covered the
entire floor. He hated this place. He could smell grease from the food court on
the other side of the mall. He hated the eighties. They were a decade of greed
and plastic and neon and bad music. He was glad they were almost over. He
imagined the year 2000 would be his best year. That year he would turn thirty.
He would be a nuclear physicist. No, not really. He would be a brain surgeon.
No, he'd be something. He'd be far away from Forest Park. Probably in Europe.
He'd be living with a woman who was ... who was talented, and smart, like
that ... like that girlAnd then he saw them, the girls he thought of as Those Public School
Girls, Cassie and Angie. Cassie he knew from McDonald's, and Angie was her
friend, though he couldn't see why. The events of the day had distracted him
and he hadn't even been thinking about the girls, but there they were, walking
toward the Christmas train with plastic Fashion Bug bags in their hands. He
was happy to see Cassie, that dummy, only because along with Cassie came
Angie, like the fries in the Extra Value Meal, and the fries were his favorite part.
He felt like a dork, standing there in his Santa hat, still in his school uniform,
the stupid short pants. He had already been docked an hour's pay for not
wearing the entire Santa costume, but he'd had this feeling he might have to
run away very fast tonight, and the Santa suit would impede his progress. They
were almost to the fence around the train. Cassie was waving at him. Angie
gave him a little half-smile. Something trembled in the center of his chest. Was
that fear? No. It was her.
"Hey, Big Bird," Cassie said in her low, lazy voice.
"Don't call me that," said Joel, shuilling over to the fence. Cassie was a plain
girl, with her stained brown teeth and pug nose and big hair. Joel figured she'd
improved a little since she got her braces off and started wearing contacts, but
none of it mattered, because she was dumb, and he was sick of dumb girls.
Women. Whatever. It was just that he was so afraid of the smart ones.
"Well, you look like Big Bird," said Cassie. "Doesn't he?" She glanced over
at Angie. Angie didn't have big hair. She'd gotten it cut and it was feathered
back on the sides. He generally didn't like that feathered, hair-sprayed look
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either, but Angie somehow pulled it off.
"What's going on?" he said, wanting to meet Angie's eyes but staring at
Cassie because it was easier.
"We were trying on swimming suits at T.J. Maxx," Cassie said.
"Why the fuck are you trying on swimming suits in December?"
"They're on sale, doofus," said Cassie.
"Did you buy any?"
"I'm too fat," said Angie, turning in the direction of Target, pressing her
lips together with a faraway look in her eyes.
"Bullshit," said Joel, "you're not fat."
"She's not fat, she's just not toned," said Cassie. "She needs to work out."
"Please, that is such bullshit," said Joel. "She looks great." He met Angie's
eyes for a flickering second. "You know?"
Angie stared at him suspiciously. To Joel, she was the only seventeen-yearold girl he knew who didn't spend hours on her makeup, who didn't smoke
pot or cigarettes, who he'd heard make references to Martin Scorcese and
Woody Allen, and who often used the words perhaps and suppose. Her eyes were
deep set, her skin was pale but her cheeks were rosy, her mouth was tight,
defiant. God, was she sexy, even with the feathered hair! He had a deep and
sudden longing to see her rise, phoenix from ashes, away from Cassie's flat face,
away from the sad-sack Forest Park Mall, away from Forest Park itself. What had
he said wrong? See, this was how it was with smart girls. Why was he so inept
with compliments? He felt himself sweating and his head began to throb. The
entire mall swung abruptly to an odd angle, and he blinked to straighten it.
"We want Guns N' Roses tickets," Cassie droned in her low monotone.
"We want you to give us the number of that scalper." Joel gave her a half-nod.
Cassie handed her Fashion Bug bag to Angie. "I have to pee," she said. "I'll be
back."
Angie folded her arms and glanced down at her shoes. Joel cleared his
throat and took off his Santa hat. Instinctively, he scanned the mall from Target
all the way down to the Cookie Factory. What was he looking for? Someone
dark and shady. An assassin.
"You're really sweating under that thing," Angie said. "It must be hell
having to wear that."
He wiped his brow. "It's been a shitty day," said Joel. "So ... what about you?"
"What about me?" said Angie. Over Angie's shoulder, a short man in a
black leather jacket walked slowly toward the Christmas train. The man stared
straight at Joel, his eyes black pits of certain death. He was nine yards away,
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eight, seven. Angie followed Joel's gaze, turned and gave the man the onceover, then looked back at Joel curiously. "You know that guy?"
"I don't know," said Joel. The man was coming, mere feet away from the
fence around the Christmas train. Joel swallowed and met the man's eyes. The
guy sneezed, passed Angie, then made a sudden beeline for Rose Records. Joel
breathed, feeling faint but relieved. "Yeah, it's been a crazy day. So ..."
"So," said Angie. She gave him the half-smile. She was pretty, with her pink,
prominent cheekbones, her shiny dark hair. She was a smart, pretty girl, he
thought, who knew she was smart but didn't know she was pretty, and this
moved him, in some strange, sad way.
"So, let me ask you," he said, "what are you hanging out with a girl like
Cassie for? She's dumb, and she's not even nice or interesting. I mean, you're
smart. You're one of the smartest girls I know." He was getting sweatier and
sweatier. He felt the perspiration roll down his forehead and nose like someone
was pouring water over him. The lighting in the mall seemed to be flickering,
dimmer, brighter, dimmer.
"How do you know I'm so smart?" Angie said, her mouth turned down.
"You don't even know me that well."
"I can tell by the way you express yourself," said Joel. He heard his own
words as if they were being spoken by someone standing next to him; he saw
the words as if they were inside a cartoon bubble connected to his mouth. His
heart was beating hard and fast, too hard and fast. What was the target heart rate
for a healthy eighteen-year-old male? What would the heart of a healthy eighteen-year-old boy look like dissected? Sixteen seconds maximum! Hustle!
Hustle, Joel, hustle!
He scanned the mall. Short men in black leather jackets, assassins, were
everywhere. They stood in line at the Cookie Factory. They came out of the
Fashion Bug holding plastic shopping bags. They tried on shoes in Payless
ShoeSource. They listened with headphones on in Rose Records. They made
their way out of the food court, up the walkway, to the Christmas train. They
were here. They were coming.
"Are you OK?" Angie was saying, her blue-green eyes-he had always
silently noted to himself that they were beautiful eyes, eyes that not only looked
but saw, the eyes of an intelligent girl, the kind of girl he'd eventually be withstaring into his, her blue-green eyes blurring in his vision. In fact, he saw two
of her there, and shit, two Angies were better than one.
"You're really sweating," she was saying, and her voice sounded all slowed
down, so he could barely understand it, like the voice of the teacher in the
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Charlie Brown cartoons, "Wa-wa-wa-waaaa-waaaaa."
And then he saw Angie's delicate white face and blue-green eyes float up
toward the ceiling, and all of his organs sank to the floor, and his head emptied
and he felt coolness beneath his legs and back. And for a moment he saw only
blackness, endless black space. I've been killed, he thought, I am dead. He's
gotten me. And it was so not worth it. And then he heard the words again:
"Screwing around with a married woman is suicide." And again, there was the
feeling that it wasn't the words he was troubled by, it was something connected
to the words, something he couldn't quite see or touch.
Feet shuffled around him, and he began to see again.What he saw was himself at ten, sitting in the passenger seat of his father's rusty red Ford Granada.
Even at ten his legs had seemed too long for the amount of space in the car.
His father was smoking a cigarette, dangling it out the window with his left
hand. Joel believed the cigarette was a Marlboro Light, but maybe it was only
because that was the brand he smoked now. His father was a tall man, and he
too seemed cramped up in the driver's seat, like it was a sort of prison he had
resigned himself to rather than the place from which he would make his final
departure. His father's hair was thinning and honey-colored. Joel was staring
across at his father, noticing the set of his jaw and that he had a slight underbite, giving his broad, round face the look of a determined bulldog. And his
father was saying-and Joel could see the words shoot out into the air in
amoeba-like blobs, and at the same time, in letters inside a balloon connected
to his father's mouth-"In case I don't talk to you in a while ... let me see ...
what can I tell you? What can I tell you, give you to live your life by till I see
you next?" His father stared straight ahead as he spoke, straight through the
splintery crack in the car window to the streetlight where some moths congregated in the haze it gave off. It was summer, it was winter. The streetlight
was on either way. His father had always had a lazy, calculating, defeated voice,
and nothing about it was different right now, even though Joel understood that
this moment was probably of some importance, somehow, and he felt a
gnawing in his stomach, like hunger, but not hunger.
"Well," said his father, shifting in the seat which made a creaking sound,
"always do your best, I guess. Except when you can't. Sometimes you just
can't."
"OK," said Joel. His hand was on the shiny metal of the door handle.
His father took a deep breath and, when he did, phlegm rattled in his throat.
"Uh ... something I learned too late, I guess, was this: Don't involve yourself with people who got more problems than you do. See, 'cause they're more
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fucked up than you, and you're already pretty fucked up.You get my drift? I'm
not talking you specifically here, son, but you generically."
"OK," said Joel.
"Uh ... well, and, of course, screwing around with a married woman, well,
that's suicide.You also wanna avoid the ones with mental problems."
"OK," said Joel. He opened the door just a crack. His father blew out
smoke, straight ahead of him, and Joel coughed.
"And ... uh ... well, go to college. That's helpful to anybody. And avoid
these things." He raised his cigarette. "Give you cancer."
"OK," said Joel. He got out of the car. "Bye, Dad."
"See you soon, son," said his father. He tossed his cigarette out the window
and sped off in a 197 4 Ford Granada.Joel walked up the driveway to the little
blue house they'd lived in then and thought he didn't care if he never saw his
father again. He just wanted to get inside to his mother, who was curled up on
the sofa reading TV Guide. And that was the first time he'd thought of that
conversation. Even when his father died of a heart attack the following year,
he hadn't thought about their last conversation, and he hadn't cried. And now
he wondered why.
He was aware of being on the concrete floor of the mall and that his head
was pressing into the dull, hard track that the Christmas train ran on. He could
hear, and feel, his own heartbeat, and it was impossible to tell the difference
between it and the frantic popping of popcorn. He was aware that the back of
his white shirt, the shirt to his school uniform, was drenched in some sort of
liquid, and he felt he could not move his arms and legs, though he wanted to
get up very badly. He was aware of the vastness of the space of the mall, the
white squares of ceiling, the track lighting along its perimeter. He was lying
there, small, sweaty, broken; it occurred to him that he could not be seen by a
search-and-rescue helicopter because he was inside the building, splayed on
concrete a few feet from a motionless Christmas train, splayed not unlike the
baby pig was splayed in the metal tray before he'd started to cut it up. The
search-and-rescuers in the helicopter would see only the black top of the rectangular building that called itself the Forest Park Mall.
And then he heard, "One, two, three," and he was being lifted up, and a sort
of sucking device was placed over his nose and upper lip, and he was being carried away. He saw heads floating by above him-Angie's white perplexed face,
and Cassie's appearing suddenly with a look of alarm, her big hair bobbing
alongside him. "Joel!" she said in her booming voice. "Joel!"
He wanted Cassie to go away. He said, "Angie, Angie." But the upper half
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of his mouth was suctioned into the clear plastic oxygen mask and the words
came out gurgled, like gibberish.
"Is it a heart attack?" he heard a woman say.
"No, ma'am, he's just a young kid. Panic attack, looks like. No big deal.We
see this more than you'd think."
A panic attack! Jesus Christ. No, not in front of Angie. No. He thought he
saw Angie and Cassie huddled together, whispering on the sidewalk, as he was
lifted on a stretcher into the back of an ambulance. He heard the doors crunch
shut and closed his eyes. He smelled something chemical-form aldehyde? He
felt more ridiculous than he'd ever felt in his life, and more helpless. A male
voice hovered above him.
"You'll be fine, son. No need to cry."
Cry? Who was crying? Who'd said that? He wanted to open his eyes, but
the effort was too much. Faces spun through his mind: Darlene, his mother, the
assistant principal, Cassie, Angie. Angie. His father. They all laughed at him,
showing giant teeth. And then the faces cleared away, and it was only his father
he saw, his father gesturing with a cigarette and winking, as if to say, "Come
here, Joel." Joel tried to wink back at him. ''I'm here, Dad. I'm here." Joel felt
himself relax, felt his pulse slow. The ambulance sped away, all sirens and blue
and white lights. Cars pulled over and stopped to make way for it.
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Blood Oranges
John Lowery

I WIPED THE SWEAT FROM MY FOREHEAD
with the back of my hand and looked up at him. "Chen Kim, do you sell blood
oranges?"
His face lit up; his brow rose in surprise, then furrowed in scrutiny.
"What do you know about blood oranges?"
"They're intensely sweet and yet tart," I said, parroting what I had read in
Gourmet. At home casually thumbing through an old issue of Gourmet, I'd
spotted an article about blood oranges. There were close-up camera shots of
this glistening, precious, jewel-like orange artfully splayed open on a Limoges
dessert plate. Hoping to revive my jaded palate, I had come to Chen Kim's, the
STANDING BEFORE THE COUNTER ,

Korean produce market.
People complaine d that whenever anyone entered the store, there was
Chen Kim sitting on a high stool behind the counter, eyeballing their every
move. Or they said that he'd shortchang e you by charging two or three pennies more than the state's 8.9 percent sales tax. Most believed that the Koreans
were already getting grants and low-intere st loans from the governme nt that
were unavailable to the rest of us. There was talk about how the Koreans were
taking over the stores in our communit y, though for several years these same
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stores had been idle, suffering water damage, pigeons roosting in the rafters, and
crackheads using them for smokehouses.
But Chen Kim was OK with me. I never got any attitude from him. His
eyes were always roving over the map of my fifteen-year-old ass. This always
gave me a chance to steal a little something, a Snickers, pack ofJuicy Fruit, anything, along with whatever I was buying.
Chen Kim bent down closer and I saw the spidery gray cataracts on his
eyes. He whispered, his breath warm on my face.
"Blood oranges have also been known to bring material and spiritual
wealth to one with an open heart, or is it an open anus?" I grimaced, and so
did my sphincter. He continued, "Not sure, hard for me to remember, I'm old.
Yes, I have such orange."
Not moving from the stool, Chen Kim turned to a tall lacquered cabinet
behind him, opened it, and took out four perfectly spherical oranges from a
drawer. Next, he also removed a turquoise-color ed silk cloth with a design of
red and gold lions on it. He spread the silk scarf on the counter, and placed the
four oranges in the center of it. The tubes of bright fluorescent light above
began flickering softly and filling the store with an amber radiance. Chen Kim
just smiled, then took a small ivory-handled knife from his pocket and cut one
of the oranges in two. Reading the article and seeing the photo of the blood
oranges in Gourmet magazine had brought me to Chen Kim's, but now seeing
before me its russet red skin as thin as that of a baby's ear, its ruby-colored pulpy
fruit, and inhaling its exotic aroma that reminded me of something longed for
but unknown, was breathtaking. I reached for one of the halves, but Chen Kim
snatched it before I could touch it, and shrieked, "Just see, these not for eating!"
Holding them in one hand, with his other hand he reached down under the
counter and brought up a small ornate bronze box, along with a black silk scarf.
Chen Kim set the box on the counter, then put the two halves on it and covered the bronze box with the black silk scarf, leaving three whole oranges on
the turquoise scarf. He brought the four corners of the scarf together and tied
them in a knot, pushed the bundle before me, and said sharply, "Here now,
remember, these not for eating!" His words sliced through my open-mouthed
trance.
"How much?" I asked awkwardly. Chen Kim smiled.
"It's gift."
"The silk scarf too?"
"Yes, both." I looked at him, expecting him to say more, but he said
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nothing. After I thanked him and reached for the silk bundle, he smiled at me
with teeth that looked like baby corn, put his hand over mine and let it linger
there. It felt like a fat, wet, warm tongue.
When I got home my intentions were to eat the oranges, at least one, or
at the very least taste a section of one. But something compelling -the perfection of shape, the claret hue of their peels-kept me from eating them. Instead
I sat in the bay window of our dining room next to the bombe chest. There I
unwrapped the blood oranges from the turquoise silk scarf with the red and
gold lions on it, and in some strange, ceremonial way that came over me, I
methodically cradled the three oranges in my lap and began to polish each
orange with the scarf. I decided my mother's ruby glass bowl sparkling on the
chest would be ideal for the oranges. I arranged them inside the bowl and put
it back on the bombe chest. The curvaceous chest reminded me of my father's
sister, Aunt Lucille, with her wide bow hips that made her have to turn sideways to get through the entrance of our kitchen. Her boyfriend, Roy, who's
always more drunk than sober, breaks into song, "Big fat mama with the meat
shaking on her bones" whenever he looks up from the sofa, chair, or floor
where he's sprawled and spots Aunt Lucille. His little song was on my lips as I
stood back admiring the bowl of blood oranges.
Just then my mother came into the dining room like an alarm had gone
off. She was clapping her hands and stamping her feet like she was trying to get
the attention of a puppy that was pissing the carpet, looking much the poodle
herself, with her hair swirled up in a bun and wearing a pink halter and capri
pants ensemble.
"Sherman, you philistine, what are you doing? That bowl is only a bowl in
form. Form does not always follow function. I never planned on using it. It has
aesthetic appeal reminiscent of a Henry Moore sculpture, and putting anything
inside would only obscure its purity of form!" From my mother's highfalutin'
speech, you'd think she was to the manner born, real upper crust. Truth be told,
her roots are third-genera tion Cabrini Green housing project.
Hanging on a wall in every room of the house is a framed Xerox copy of
my mother's high school diploma, which states she was class valedictorian of
1980-the one and seemingly only shining moment of her life.
" Sherman, it's unnatural for a young man to spend his Saturday afternoon
arranging fruit in a bowl, not a real man anyway. And take your hand off your
hip! " These were the times I hated her; I wished she'd died giving me birth.
As usual, I gritted my teeth and ignored her ideas on the habits of real men.
"Ma, Henry Moore worked in stone, not pressed glass, and besides, you got
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the bowl at a police auction for seven bucks."
Life had never been the same after I gave my mother a subscription to
Architectural Digest three months ago for her birthday. Since then she'd become
the arbiter of taste, covering the base of the sofa and every chair, including my
father's La-Z-Boy recliner, with Venetian red bullion fringe eight inches long.
These fringes were made of polyester, unlike the silk ones flanking the bottom
of the couch displayed on the front cover of this month's Architectural Digest.
Our fringe unraveled and piled into little balls of fuzz, spreading across our
olive-colore d polyester carpet like the 1930s Great Negro Migration from the
South to the North. My mother also laboriously French-polis hed even the plywood coffee table with layer after layer of paste wax. And to our sorrow, she
made my brother Chico and me paint the living room chartreuse. She said the
color was more in line with the Edwardian salon look she was after.
"But, Ma, look, these blood oranges also have aesthetic appeal; look at their
perfect spherical shape. Don't they cry out for pride of place?" My hand flourished toward the bowl of oranges.
My mother came close enough for me to see reflected in her eyes the
image of the oranges nestled in the ruby glass bowl. She kept saying over and
over like a mantra, "It's the perfect marriage, it's the perfect marriage."
Transfixed by the copper glow of the oranges basking in the bright sunlight,
my mother and I stood arm and arm at the window. Time stood still, and by
dusk the oranges appeared to give off an incandescen t glow as if a little bit of
the sun was nesting in each orange. I turned and looked at my mother. The
habitual knot of annoyance woven into her face was replaced with radiant
calmness. Hoping to preserve this moment, I encouraged my mother to get
some rest. We'd been standing there watching the oranges for hours. I thought
about what my modern dance teacher, Miss Simpson, told us at the beginning
of every class, how coming in contact with the sublime could change you.
Wow. As my mother walked out of the room her mantra grew fainter, but then
It's the perfect marriage was lodged inside my head.
Before this, my mother always thought decorating was exclusively a female
domain. She loved to play the game of design one-upmans hip with me.
Quickly snapping her fingers at me, "Sherman, what are the stylistic distinctions between Art Deco and Art Nouveau? Which chair has the curvaceous
cabriole legs, Louis XV or Louis XVI?" On and on until I'd purposely give a
wrong answer, conceding victory to her. Our bone of contention was always
the way the house should be decorated. She was more Victorian house; I was
more Bauhaus. My philosophy was less is more, except when it came to six-
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foot-four-in ch Rod Doubleday, captain of the Nubian Spears, the school's basketball team. Rod had made the three-point shot from eighty-two feet during
the last six seconds of the game, cinching the statewide basketball championship for Douglas High.
This mutual experience with the oranges was one of the few times she and
I were ever simpatico on anything concerning design. Times like this reminded
me of how much I loved her. I felt a river had been crossed.
No sooner had she left than all hell broke out from the living room. It was
my father, the Reverend Bonaparte Jackson, itinerant street-corne r preacher.
He was poised on the edge of his La-Z-Boy about to give the answer for the
final Know Your Bible quiz question, but before he could, the doorbell rang,
breaking his brow-sweati ng concentratio n. The show was ending and the
credits were rolling. My dad would eat a baby if he were interrupted while
watching that show. Violet Strong, known crack ho, was ringing the doorbell,
pressing it long and hard like she was ready to meet God or the devil, but she
was actually looking for my brother the drug dealer. Dad was now standing in
the entrance hall, in an ass-kicking rage, calling Violet every name but the one
her mother gave her. The Reverend Bonaparte Jackson couldn't help it. He
cussed whenever he was excited. He was well known for barking though a bull
horn at passersby, "You mutherfucke r, better get right with God!"
I rushed out the dining room to the door in hopes of telling Violet to beat
it. Sooner than I could reach for the doorknob, my father bolted forward; cutting me off and furiously snatched it off the door, all the while cursing up a
blue storm. He flung the useless doorknob to the floor and smashed his fist
through the door's diamond-sh aped center window. He reached for Violet
Strong's throat with a bloody hand embedded with shards of broken glass. I
looked at him wanting to say something, but dared not because his face was
twisted into a fist of a hundred unemployed angry black men. Through the
window opening I saw that Violet's eyes were bucked and her mouth was
opened wide enough for a sparrow to fly in. Lucky for her, her reflexes were
lightening fast, ducking just in time; so my father could only snatch a handful
of hair weave through the window instead of her head. My family is just a mess
of greens.
The next morning the first thing before I wiped the sleep from my eyes
and brushed my teeth, I pulled up the butterfly folding chair, the bullion fringe
tickling the backs of my legs, and sat facing the oranges for hours, wondering
why they were called blood oranges. It seemed my reality had become one
continuous dream of myself sitting before the oranges.
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Before the oranges I daydreamed of being famous. But I could never quite
make up my mind where my fame would come. I was a member of the drama
club, understudyi ng the role of George in the play Our Town. Miss Wallace, the
drama teacher, would often say to me with great drama, "Dear boy, you might
have talent, but I've yet to see it." I didn't want to be famous just for the sake
of being famous. No Guinness world record for scarfing down pig anuses in
record time, not for me.
Now with the oranges in view, the world held possibilities, as if all prayers
would be answered. I had never felt this before. In the past when I prayed, I
always saw the velvet painting over the fireplace mantel of the whiteface Jesus
holding out his flaming Sacred Heart as ifhe were offering it to me. That always
left me hopelessly depressed. Now there were only the delicate, beatified blood
oranges that left me breathless.
Later that day I learned from various classmates at Douglas High that I was
oblivious to Miss Stewart, my American History teacher's incessant rattling on
about the causes of Civil War, and on how Lincoln freed the slaves. My best
friend, Stevie Davenport, reported, "Girl, you looked catatonic, when buttermilk-breath ed Mr. Ryan shouted at you to keep climbing up the rope. Sista
girl, I feared you might plunge to your death. I bet you was thinking about that
basketball queen, wasn't you?"
That night a gathering of neighbors kept a candlelight vigil standing outside our window in silent rapture until the sun rose. Those who had jobs went
to them. I found old man Kline after daybreak, his hand encrusted in a glove
of hardened candle wax down to his wrist. I roused him from his ecstasy, his
glove of wax shattered, the pieces falling to the dirt.
Overnight the blood oranges had miraculously materialized on every
doorstep. All that day phone lines were jammed with people calling one
another about the joy they felt upon discovering the three oranges. Our
neighbor, Mrs. Crocker, said the oranges just might be the embodimen t of the
Holy Trinity. Most of us were willing to believe what she said. That very same
day our once rundown neighborhoo d began blossoming into a community.
People stopped playing the lottery and rolled out blankets of lush green lawns,
where once there were only patches of hardened earth. They lined petunias
along every walkway. They greeted one another with hellos and handshakes.
The blood oranges were changing all of us.
Before the blood oranges came into our lives, my family and I were a bag
of nuts. We lived in our house as if it were a transient hotel. My mother was
usually cloistered in the bedroom drooling over fabric swatches. My father
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could be heard grumbling behind the locked bathroom door, "Lord, I would
have succeeded where Abraham failed. No angel in heaven or hell could have
stopped me from sacrificing those no-count, black-ass sons of mine!" You
could find Chico with baggie jeans precariously hanging off his narrow ass,
standing on the corner selling rock to some Lake Shore Drive white kid with
dreadlocks on safari in our hood. Or he might be quoting passages from
Iceberg Slim's novel Pimp to neophyte hos on the stroll. Me, I most likely was
in the dark on the floor of my bedroom closet, downing Xanax tablets to
relieve the terror I felt of facing another day of dodgeball. I daydreame d of
forming a gay mercenary force to take over the town and declare gym attendance a felony.
Our house, which once smelled of my brother's funky BO, was now filled
with a refreshing citrus smell. We became vegetarians. We no longer drank
orange juice. My brother Chico was a good-look ing guy, the best looking one
in the family, tall, sable-colo red skin, eyelashes long and thick as shoelaces, a
rakish kind of handsomeness about him.As for myself, I was one torturous eyeball away from being a great beauty. I was born with a lazy left eye.You see, my
dad had become a devout Christian Scientist some fourteen years ago right
after my birth. And since he vehementl y had no use for medical science, I was
stuck with a lazy left eye. Since then he's been Baptist, Methodist , Lutheran,
Seventh Day Adventist, Black Israelite. Now Dad says he's a diversity of divine
spirit, filled with the Lord.
I did have Chico beat on one thing, and that was hygiene. It was never a
priority with him. We shared a bedroom. And I mean, when you opened the
bedroom door you could smell his nuts through his shorts, or maybe it was his
ass, or feet, or all three. He took whore baths, splashing a few drops of water on
his face, grazing his underarms with a damp towel, and if he had a date, pulling
back his foreskin and thumping the cheese off. I can't remember him ever
taking a bath or a shower.
Chico told me the blood oranges had shown him the light. "Sherman , you
know that I didn't go along with that not drinking OJ shit. So in the school
cafeteria I got the usual: sloppy Joes, mac and cheese, and a tall glass of orange
juice. And the rest of the day I'm feeling guilty about drinking that juice, like
I stole money out of Ma's purse instead of Dad's wallet. Man, at night I couldn't
sleep, up all night, walking the floor, sweating like a crackhead shooting heroin.
The thought of killing myself was growing like a weed in my head. Next thing
I know I'm kneeling before that bowl of oranges praying for my life, praying
for every wrong thing I ever did. I swear, there was a light shooting out of those
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oranges that went right through me. I didn't have time to be scared. I felt like
I was floating in a sea of love."
That's what my brother said. I never saw it. But I felt the peace of
Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata during the quiet after a storm, while imbibing the
sweet baby scent of a newborn cradled in my arms, something like that. I did
see the changes in Chico. Now he bathed, changed his underwear and socks
everyday. He stopped selling drugs, stopped letting crack whores give him head
for a rock. He stopped reading Iceberg Slim's Pimp and started reading books
on the cultivation of citrus groves, books on the history of the orange, particularly the blood orange.
By the third day I was beginning to feel different about my family. My
mother didn't once lecture me on the habits of real men. That morning we
awakened to find our living room painted a vibrant orange color. My father
vehemently denied painting the room, even though he came to the breakfast
table with flecks of orange paint in his hair and on his hands. In a state of somnolence my father had painted the walls overnight while we slept. Overnight
my father had become a gentle bird, a dove. We no longer had to take peripheral peeps to check on his state of mind, watching for his once roller-coaster
mood swings. No longer did he refer to me as "the son who takes it up the
ass." Now it was, "Son, find someone with a good head on his shoulders."
Because of the blood oranges my father was a gentler and kinder dad, you
might even say genteel.
Because of the oranges we started to resemble a family. We actually ate
dinner at the dining-room table instead of individually scurrying off with our
plates to sit in front of the television, watching Court TV or a computer screen
playing the video game, Pimps Up, Ho's Down. We were having conversations,
what about I can't for the life of me remember.
I flushed my tablets of Xanax down the toilet because I hadn't suffered a
panic attack in three days. For the first time that anyone could remember,
Pastor Bennington's breath didn't smell like the grapes of wrath. Newspapers,
radio, and television reported burglaries, prostitution, and drug dealing had
miraculously ceased. Passing me in the hall, Rod Doubleday, the school's basketball phenom on his way to practice, smiled, nodded, and winked at me.
Four days and nights of orange sunrises and copper-colored moons, it was
pure bliss, for a while anyway.
That night sitting before the oranges, I blinked once, twice, three times.
Awakened from my trance of a devoted sentry, my attention randomly wandered around the living room. I noticed the velvet sofa, now balding and
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scratchy, made pretentious by its cheap whore-red fringe that shed onto the
olive-colored army surplus carpet. I scanned the bright orange Tang-colored
walls, the bombe chest, noticing for the first time that its green marbled top
wasn't really marble, but some resin and chalk composition. I wanted something so much more than this noisy cacophony of kitsch. I closed my eyes to
hold back tears. In the darkness of my mind the room became as quiet as snow.
When I opened my eyes I found myself cradling the three oranges in my
hands. They felt so warm, so full of life's perfume. I took one and rolled it up
and down my cheek, hoping that in some way this life force might meld with
mine. It felt good, so I held the orange before my mouth and lightly kissed it.
Tears ofjoy streamed down my cheeks. I kissed the orange again, and it seemed
to pulsate in my hand and against my trembling lips, so I kissed it several times
in an orgasmic frenzy I couldn't hold back. I bit into the orange. Amazed at
how devilishly delicious it was, I devoured it and feverishly ate the remaining
two oranges.
The rapture didn't last. Folks began to be uncomfortable knowing that
their neighbor next door had the same identical oranges as they did, same
color, circumference, and weight. They no longer felt privileged. They had
grown used to the flowers and green lawns, the lack of crime, the orange sunrises and copper-colored moons. People no longer blissfully looked on the
once beloved oranges. Boredom, then discontent, started to brew in their
minds and overflowed into their hearts.
Next door, when Mrs. Cracker's cake didn't rise, she called my mother and
said, "It was those damned blood oranges' fault!" And when her husband was
charged with solicitation of a prostitute she screamed, "Fuckin' bloody
oranges!" as she pitched them into the garbage can.
I awoke to the morning dawn, while the rest of the family slept, to find
my mother busily gluing photographs of furniture, chaise lounges, French
provincial armoires and neoclassical urns cut out of Architectural Digest, on all
four walls of the living room. "Mother, what are you doing?" She turned from
her task, holding up a brush tacky with glue, and with a threateningly weird
glare said, "The orange color was a bit busy for Mother's taste." Just yesterday,
Rod Doubleday, in the boy's washroom, was kissing me as my middle finger
explored the heart of darkness of his asshole. Today he was part of a chorus in
the locker room that called me a sodomite, succubus, stick-chewing fag.
It no longer seemed that the oranges were watching over our families, the
neighbors, and our community, and it seemed no one cared.
By day five, I was once again at Chen Kim's store filling my pockets with
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Snickers bars and packs of emery boards as I stood with my back to Chen Kim,
flexing my ass muscles. Once again my father hurled murderous looks at Chico
and me as we took our plates from the dining room to eat in our bedroom.
Once again I held my nose while I ate because once again our bedroom had
the smell of the dead, that Chico smell.
When I closed my eyes, no longer did I see the beloved blood oranges, but
above the fireplace mantle in the living room, the velvet painting of the whitefaced Jesus offering me his flaming Sacred Heart.

John Lowery

219

Crashing
Nicki 'B rouillette

REHAB IS A PLACE YOU GO EITHER BECAUSE YOU'VE BEEN ARREST ED, OR YOU'VE
run out of places to crash. She went for the latter reason. Ally had been smart
about fucking up, see, paid her insuranc e bill even when she barely had enough
to
cash for a six-pack of Old Style; she'd planned ahead, knew that if she had
she
So
drugs.
clean
and
do it, in the hospital they'd have both clean sheets
checked in, slapped that insuranc e card down on the counter like it was a credit
of a
card and she was booking a room at the Drake Hotel, only instead
concierge, there were nurses on the other side of the desk; instead of a grand
een
lobby with burgund y baroque rugs, there was nothing more than mint-gr
had
she
walls and understu ffed foam chairs; instead of a heavy leather suitcase,
only the clothes on her back and the half-em pty pack of smokes in her pocket.

"Excuse me," she called.
There was no little brass bell to tap her hand on, and the nurses seemed
the
accusto med to avoiding distraction, the four of them tucked safely behind
other
L-shape d desk fortress, two at comput ers, one on the phone, the
scratching a fine-tip ped pen across a neon clipboard, all of them in white
in
smocks that looked like they'd been painted by thick-en ded brushes dipped
swirled
they
streaky pastel coloring , the strokes patterne d in such a way that
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when you stared. It was strategic, this clothing, Ally was certain, worn defensively like a clove of garlic, nauseating gashes of Easter-co lor that danced across
the fabric under the flicker of fluorescent light, designed, no doubt, to ward off
the addicts and the beckonin g gaze in their pale, dilated eyes. Addicts don't
wear black because they're all sensitive arty types, see, but because color is a
threat, a reminder of the sharp vividness of life that pokes and prods at your
body while you smoke up, drink up, shoot up, snort up, do what you have to
do to make it all fade into the comfort of gray, the gray of the sky on an overcast day, the moisture hugging your skin and everythin g hazy, in soft focus, the
edges blurred like the diffused backlit scene of a dream. Ally was coming down
from that dream, the air not hugging but pricking at her limbs, cold metal needles all over her flesh, the sudden gusts from the air condition er stabbing out
of the vents like the locomoti ve-streng th fury of the Chicago wind rushing
down an alleyway. She would not go back to those alleys.
"Excuse me," she repeated louder, her hands gripping over the far edge of
the chest-hig h counter, rising up on her tiptoes, her unpolish ed nails curled
around the lacquered work, invading their space, crossing the line between
care-giver and care-receiver. As one woman, the one with the clipboard and
the rings of neck fat that appeared to be strangling her like, if, at any instant,
she tilted her head the wrong way she would surely suffocate --as she turned
and looked at Ally, Ally could see some sort of thought scroll across the nurse's
rolling eyes, a memo to herself, somethin g like, Put in budget request for protective
glass window; the methadone clinics get them, why shouldn't we? And the nurse sunk
back into her chart.
Ally heard a forgiving sigh, and another nurse, the one at the compute r
before her whose world was at the moment divided by the horizon line of the
table top, she and the other nurses standing on stable, solid ground, everyone
above flying high and aimlessly in the sky, she scooted her swivel chair back,
and stood abruptly, springy, her head popping over the counter level with Ally's
like a clown freed from a jack-in-t he-box, her face clown-lik e too, mouth wide
and red, eyelashes touching all the way up to her brows, hair up and frizzy, a
deep magenta mesh sponge wrapped in a loose bun. "Can I help you?" she
smiled, teeth straighte ned and white.
"Yeah," Ally drew out. She had the impulse to order a whiskey sour. It
seemed only natural, the way her body was planted there, elbows up on the
counter, breasts- what was left of them now-squ ished together between her
biceps, one foot flat on the ground, the other pointed, knee twisting sheepishly,
girlishly, flirtatiously, her toe burrowin g a hole in the carpeting , carving out a
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space not deep enough to hide in, certainly not wide enough to sleep. "Yeah,"
she began again, "I, uh, need some help."
The nurse took a breath in and opened her mouth, about to speak, but
didn't, the words getting clogged up somewhe re along the path to her tongue,
leaving her blinking, staring. Maybe I said the wrong thing, Ally thought,
maybe there's some sort of secret code language I do not know, all that Hello,
my name is Ally and I'm an addict bullshit is that what they're waiting for, because
I'm not an addict, not really, I just need some rest in a bed and I'm good for
it, got the health-ca re insurance and all; but that nurse just gazed, her wide red
mouth an open rectangle, like to make her say any more Ally would have to
slide a dollar bill in between those rows of perfect teeth, but if she'd had so
much as a dollar she wouldn't have been there. Shouldn' t this part be obvious?
Ally thought, looking at the nurse as the nurse looked at her, at the purple
craters that had taken form below Ally's eyes, at the wisps of brown bangs
slashing across her forehead like slanted rain, at the brown leather coat draped
over her goose-bu mp-textu red forearm, the grayed satin lining shedding its
strings on the counter, at the navy T-shirt drooping over the spindly posts of
her shoulders like a scarecrow's who'd had all its stuffing slowly pecked away;
it was all evidence, it all should have told her, and if it didn't, her passport, that
insurance card, was right there on the counter.
The other nurse, the one with the clipboard, put her hand on the thick
frames of her glasses and slid them down her nose, left them teetering , perched
there as though this gave her authority, and then her voice came, crackling like
blown-o ut speakers, "Detox is all full tonight; you'll have to come back."
And now it was Ally who was blinking, staring. The woman with the frizzy
hair pushed the card back across the counter. "Sorry, honey," she said as sweetly
as a dumb waitress at a truck-sto p diner, "we can't admit you like this."
"Like what?" She jerked back and swayed a little, the whole floor a platform over churning waters.
"When the detox unit is full," she whispere d, her face close to Ally's, "we
can only admit people sober to inpatient , or we can give the near-dea th ones
a medical bed."
Ally kept staring, the nurse's big red lips still smiling like the corner of her
mouth had been pressed up and stapled, "Are you complete ly sober?" Ally asked
in what she thought was a confiden tial volume.
"You ain't kidding nobody," said the one with the fat neck, those rings of
fat like the folds on a turtlenec k sweater, only looser, like Jell-0. "What is that?
Irish whisky?" Ally cupped her hand over her mouth. "Not your breath. The
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shit leaking out of your pores."
"Look," Ally whispered , trying the down-fac ed one again, though her face
no longer reminded Ally of a clown, not after she'd heard that voice; it wasn't
menacing, wasn't obnoxious , her face colorful, sure, but in a dewy way, soft,
without edges, the way you'd want your mother to be. "I have a problem, OK,
really, I do, drinking, drugs, the whole bit, and you know, I never actually
wanted to stop before and I think if you turn away from me now, there's a good
chance I'll never come back. You don't want to be responsible for that, do
you?"
The clipboard came down on the counter like a palm across Ally's face.
"You ain't in no position to be making threats," the fat one said. "Truth is, even
if we do treat you, hold ya here the full four weeks, chances are you'll be dead
in four more. I ain't trying to be a cynic; it just is the way it is. You got two
choices, ya either go home, sober yourself up, and come back tomorrow, or ya
walk about two blocks south to Frankie's Tavern and drink until they send you
over here on a stretcher. Ain't nothing else I can tell you."
"Well, then, can I borrow twenty bucks?" Ally smirked.
The nurse swiped her clipboard, a coarse sort of laughter came out of her
throat, and she trotted slowly into the back room, her head high in the air as
though she was trying to keep above water, above her waves of fat, and Ally
began to panic. I was serious, damn it, Ally wanted to shout. Her legs bounced.
Her hands trembled like there was an earthquake going on inside her body. Her
eyes darted from the nurses, their faces all mocking, to the mint green walls, to
the unoccupie d chairs, to the fuzzy muted television mounted from the ceiling,
down the long hall to the staggered closed doors; she needed one of those
doors to close in front of her, locking everything else on the other side, muffling all the voices, leaving her alone to sleep. Sure, rehab wouldn't be glamorous: Jason wouldn't be there in the morning waking her with the smell of
brewing coffee, there's be no stereo to lull her gently to rest, Eric couldn't cut
up some white breakfast lines, but what the hell, everything was dried up and
everyone was gone-no t on vacation, hadn't moved, but really just told her to
go, to get the hell out and never come back. A quarter gram, she decided, mind
racing, that's all I need, a half maybe, in order to think straight, to figure out
what the fuck to do next, where to go, who to see.
The one with the soft face put her manicured hand over Ally's arm, Tonya,
according to the badge swinging back and forth between her breasts-fa ke,
probably, those breasts-a nd that picture ID not displaying a picture,jus t a large
yellow smiley face sticker in the square where her head should have been, the

Nicki Brouillet te

223

whole laminate d square ticking this way and that like a pendulum , and she
paused, Tonya did, checking behind her, mouth poised in that same rectangle
waiting for the precise second to speak. Ally's eyes closed. The warm, lotiony
hand on Ally's skin was like a cashmere blanket and, exhaling, Ally unclench ed
her fists, crescent- shaped indentati ons in her palm. Tonya's long lashes folded
over her eyes, making her invisible, making her unaccoun table for the action
she was about to take. "Come with me while Doris is in the back." She checked
the other nurses who simply looked down, looked away. Even at places like this
it seemed like there was a lot of that looking away. ''I'm going to take you to
the diagnostician. If anyone asks, you have diabetes, all right?"
Ally nodded, and they walked together -well, Tonya walked and Ally staggered, wavering between the narrow walls like a pinball stuck in a machine, her
palms up and outstretc hed for padding.
"I never see what the big deal is," Tonya said, arms swinging at her sides.
"It takes three hours to admit anyone; by then we'll have an open bed."
There were noises in the hall, not creaks and blowing vents but people
noises creeping out from under the doors, bedsheets tearing away from mattresses, teeth grinding , bare feet kicking against drywall, nails grating along
dusty tile, and moanin g-that moaning was universal, not loud, not screechy or
manic, but constant, a dull gritty drone like the poorly lubricate d engine of a
car, the sound of Eric, of Eric's nerves crying out, live wires sparking wildly
through the air, a wet towel twisted across his mouth, his skin pale and cold and
sweating, fingertips purple, eyes glazed and thirsty, pulling back, back inside his
head, his throat gurgling, the towel falling from his teeth, his voice tight, "Damn
it, Allison, I don't care what you have to do to get it, just fix me fast."
''I'm just gonna copy the insurance informat ion, and when you're done
with Dr. Tatum, we'll do the rest," Tonya said, pushing open a door.
"Whatev er you have to do," Ally muttered , gazing straight through the
wall. Dr. Tatum's office was pink, Pepto-Bi smol pink, the very color of a stomachache, and hanging on the walls were all these posters, color photogra phs of
blue waves and green rolling hills and fluffy clouds blown up too big, so that
they looked gritty, so that your eyes were drawn more to the white spaces
between the pixels of color. They were printed with words, too, words in ivory
italics like the kind on a greeting card that you'd buy for someone who had
cancer, bold headings that read:The Serenity Prayer, Learning to Love Yourself,
The Quest for Inner Peace, only Ally couldn't take any of it seriously, because
the posters were all skewed, some curling up on the edges with a breakout of
pinholes in the corners like they'd been taken down from one wall, rolled up,
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and tacked onto the next, over and over again, and she just couldn't trust something that claimed to bring serenity when it was so clear that its owner was still
searching. That owner, Dr. Tatum, was slumped over his desk, head in the crook
of his arm, ringlets of curly brown hair splayed over his crinkled white shirt.
His head jolted up when Tonya shut the door.
"Not anymore I don't," he gasped before he opened his eyes. He slouched
back in his chair and Ally forced a cough. "Oh," he said, turning his head sharply
towards her, "Sorry about that, midnight shift, you know ... uh, have I ..."
"I just came in."
"Right, of course you did. Good for you. OK, so what's your name?" He
shuffled some papers around his desk, nothing official looking, mostly crossword puzzles and newspapers and old track betting sheets. "Did someone leave
your chart?"
"Nope. I just got here."
"Right, uh ..."
"Allison."
"Allison, right. Great. OK, well, clearly you're here because you may have
some sort of problem, sooooooo ..." His eyes scanned the room as though he
was looking for cue cards, and Ally nodded along. "Uh, Allison, you wouldn't
happen to smoke, would you, cigarettes I mean?"
"Yeah."
"OK, great. Why don't we go do this in the lounge, then? Just give me a
minute to find the right forms."
The lounge was a blank room; white walls, blue carpet, television set, fake
potted ferns, more mauve foam chairs, and one ashtray, one ashtray for who
knows how many addicts, and doctors, and nurses-those functional kinds of
addicts, she thought. Dr. Tatum sat across from her, his big long legs spread out
like a spider's. He'd turned on only one light switch, so half his face seemed to
glow and the other rested in shadow, good and evil almost separated, only by a
sharp line down his nose. His face looked younger than it should've; his sideburns stretched all the way to his mouth and his curly hair came down to his
chin, springing out in loose coils like a little boy who'd just been patted on the
head. He wore his tie like a stethoscope, defiantly letting it arc loosely over his
neck just because he was required to wear it. His suit was wrinkled, slept in,
and those wrinkles were still imprinted in his cheeks. His eyes were wide, but
his lashes dark. When he lit his smoke, he took a big long drag like he was hitting a joint, and his head tilted back and his leg bounced and he blew the
smoke slowly out of the side of his mouth, park doctor, part rock star. He tossed
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his pack of cigarettes to Ally. She slid one out, lit it, and clenched the butt way
down low between her fingers like it was a ring you had to hold onto instead
of wear.
"OK," he said, voice deep and groggy, feigning cheeriness, "so are you an
addict or not?"
"Isn't it your job to tell me?"
"Oh, yeah. You're gonna be a fun one. I don't even know you," he said,
shaking the curls off his forehead. He pulled his clipboard into his lap. "But if
you want we can do this the formal way. How many drinks have you had
today?"
This was a tough question. There's always a distinction between how many
drinks you know you've had, and how many more you may have had. Different
numbers ran through Ally's head as fast as the ticker tape at the stock exchange.
She needed a number high enough to convince him to give her a bed, but low
enough that she wouldn't be forbidden from ever drinking again-a borderline number. "Five?" she decided to say, though it didn't come out too sure.
"You can stick with five for now if you want, but when you're done with
me, they're gonna run you BAC anyway, so you might as well be honest now.
Get some brownie points, you know?"
Ally tried to think back. The hard part was not counting days according to
hours because, see, the day doesn't necessarily begin when the sun comes out;
a new day starts whenever you wake up, and in order to remember the last time
she woke, she'd need to know the last time she slept, and her eyelids were like
two steel anvils.
She'd woken in Eric's apartment. She could see it now like she was there,
there on the sticky beer-splattered floor, a floor worse than any barroom anywhere, ground layered with ashes, bottle caps, newspapers, and on that
morning, her. She was alone, the furniture sold, the walls bare and pockmarked
with fist-sized holes, cabinet doors hanging open on their hinges, displaying
their empty insides. Sitting up was like peeling her body from one of those
gooey flytraps. When she looked down, there was a note scrawled on the back
of a pink eviction notice: Al-Had to run again, sorry this was all I could spare.
Love always, E. He was on Ecstasy when she'd first met him and constantly on
it too; a quiet guy with bleached hair, tight shiny shirts, glitter under his eyes,
and pant legs so wide Ally could stand in one of them and still walk; the
youngest, most reliable Ecstasy dealer in the south suburbs. Reliable; funny how
things only change in the subtlest of ways. Underneath the note was a small
paper Dixie cup filled to the rim with what smelled like Everclear and under
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it, a creased hundred-dollar bill, and in that crease, a single white line the width
of a measly coffee stirrer. She did the line, showered, kicked back the double
shot. So there was at least one drink. Or maybe it counted as two, but how long
ago was that?
"What day is it?" she asked.
Dr. Tatum glanced around the room. "Feels like Wednesday to me." He
picked up his pencil. "Is it safe to say you've had somewhere over ten?" She
nodded and the doctor checked a box. "Any history of disease in your family?"
"No."

"Alcoholism, maybe?" he led, stubbing out his cigarette.
"Yeah, but not like cancer or anything."
"Mmm-hrnm, and drugs?"
"I'll probably need 'em to sleep, yeah."
"Drugs of choice," he said sternly.
"Oh," she leaned forward. "Well, what do you got on there?"
He crossed one leg over the other. "Amphetamines?"
"Sometimes."
"Cocaine?"
"Preferably, yes."
"Crack cocaine?"
"No."

"Crystal meth?"
"No. Well, no. Long time ago maybe, yeah."
"LSD?"
"In high school, sure."
''Marijuana?''
"Yes, before bed mostly."
"MDA or MDMA?"
"Yep."
"Painkillers?"
"I've got arthritis, I think, so that's different."
"PCP?"
"No one still does that."
"You'd be surprised ... psychedelic mushrooms?"
"They'd make me sick."
"Any opium derivatives?"
"Rarely, no."
"Quaaludes?"
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"Uh-huh."
"Steroids?"
"I don't even weigh a hundred pounds, OK?"
She responded quickly, like she didn't even have to think about it, only
sometimes she did, had to decide if the truth was worse than a lie and in which
way; should she be lying about frequency in order to seem like an addict, or if
she told the truth, would he tell her she was anyway, and did she want to hear
it? Not that it mattered, see, because if it came to that, well, she already knew
he was wrong. Some people have problems; some people just are the way they
are.
"OK, great," he concluded,jott ing down a few more notes.

"So did I pass?"
"Well, Allison, I'd say there's a damn good chance you have a problem,
yeah. But uh, what made you decide to seek treatment?"
Now it was Ally who was searching the walls for answers. She pulled her
jacket over her arms like a blanket. This was starting to feel like a job interview,
which made the doctor her prospective employer; the two of them face to face
in a half-lit room, he, knowing full well that everything she said was bullshit, and
she, attempting to come up with the right bullshit to say. "Well ... I ... uh ..."
Her body was lifted straight and she stared ahead, trying to make that face that
looks like you're deep in thought when, really, your mind is as blank as a sheet
of paper.
He leaned forward, watching her face closely. "You ..." he coaxed slowly,
"want to stop?"
"Yes. Yes, I do. That's exactly it. I want to quit." She melted back into the
chair.
"OK." He slapped his hands on his knees and pushed himself up. "Fantastic.
We'll go over the rest tomorrow."
That was her cue to stand, but she couldn't, couldn't so much as keep her
eyes from slipping. Her vision was wavy, those eyelids slowly falling closed, her
head jerking back, her lids reluctantly peeling open again. She was a human
rubber band.
"Come on," he reached out his rather large hand, "you're almost done."
She felt small teetering beside him in the hall, his body so tall and broad.
If he sat down, she would curl up in his lap like he was a recliner and rest for
days. He stayed a few steps behind her even though his stride was twice as long
as hers, maybe because Ally's shoulders were drooping so low, he thought she
was about to pass out. Or maybe, it was only because even though he was a
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doctor, he was still partially a typical male. He propped his elbow on the
counter, his ass thrust out behind him, and slid the clipboard over the ledge.
"Tammi, she's ready for blood work."
"It's Tonya," the nurse muttered, blinking her long lashes.
"Right, Tonya, sorry. There's just so many new girls around here all the
time, you know?"
Ally glanced down at her chart. It read No Sleep Aids.
"Asshole,"Tonya glared as Dr. Tatum slunk back into his office.
"Sure is," Ally agreed.
After Ally had had what seemed to be a full quart of blood siphoned from
her body-STDs, Tonya had explained, trying not to look ashamed-Tonya
opened the door to the room that was to be Ally's for the rest of the night. Ally
glanced around. The curtains were thicker than wool; sure, the walls may have
been that sickly maternity-ward peach-what was it with hospitals anyway,
trying to keep people alive with eye-buzzing candy color, like in case all that
fancy high-tech equipment failed, they had these nursery-school walls to jolt
people back into consciousness with electric shock waves of irritation? But at
least they'd gotten the drapery right, couldn't detect even a single ray of sunshine seeping out from those folds.
Ally could've snuggled up and slept right there on the floor, could've laid
her body across the metal radiator and passed out for days, she was· that tired,
and anyway, she was more used to dozing off in less conventional places:
wooden floors, couches, cafeteria tables, the landing between sets of stairs. The
bed to her was a foreign thing, and this bed, complete with railings and tautly
tucked sheets, even more so, but she figured, what the hell, my insurance company's buying; and she crossed the room softly, planting the soles of her boots
on the ground flat, stamping out any possibility of making a sound out of pure
habit, the habit that forms when you crash at stranger's houses, when you've
had a lifetime of sneaking out and then one day must learn the less easily
attainable art of sneaking back in. She slid her body over the bed slowly, muscles tight and cautious, not disturbing a single spring. Her head came down
stifily, just below the pillow, and she wanted to close her eyes-they were
burning- but Tonya was still there in the threshold of the door. It's important
to be the last one awake, important to know your tolerance better than the
spelling of your name when you live life the way Ally did, important to keep
your eyes open, never let yourself be vulnerable. Tonya stepped in, closing the
door behind her, and laid a paper gown on a nightstand beside Ally.
"Oh, no thanks," Ally said, ''I'm used to crashing like this."
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"I can see that,"Tonya sympathetically replied, her wide grin fading down
into a half-smile, "but it's policy."
Rising up, Ally could see it in Tonya, could see the hand that wanted to
reach up and touch her shoulder, the way it dangled there hesitantly at her side,
fingers spread open like there were magnets drawing that hand to Ally's body,
that hand kept down only by the pressure of Ally's hard-eyed gaze. Taking the
gown,Ally saw Tonya's eyes open wide, everything about her swelling open, her
V-neck smock hanging lower, her skin growing softer, more pliable, ready,
willing to absorb, to take in whatever Ally had to lay onto her, willing to soak
up her pain, hold it inside, and Ally wanted to tell her, to warn her. It's a nice
gesture, at first, she would've explained, but people, you understand, are like
sponges, and when you dip a sponge into a lake, soon enough it'll disintegrate
and become part of the lake itself, and once you're a part of the lake, you're left
to the whim of the tide. That's how those foolish enough to pity become the
pitied. Better to be hard, Ally thought, turning away from the nurse and
undressing, Working here, that's one thing you should already know. She peeled the
clothes from her body briskly, layer by layer,just as forcefully as a famished man
tearing into a fresh piece of fruit; she wriggled out of her shirt, tossed her bra
behind her, stepped out of her jeans, leaving them turned inside out, and Tonya
gathered up each item one by one in her hands.
Slipping her arms through the gown, sandpaper even against her sticky
skin, Ally jerked. "Wait," she cried, noticing Tonya backing away, "my cigarettes
are in that pocket."
"Sorry," Tonya muttered, head tilting, a sign of weakness, "we've gotta go
through them, make sure, you know."
"Fine, whatever," she grunted, knifing her legs under the sheets.
"Sleep well, OK?
"Mmm-hmm," she replied, pressing her head into the pillow, and then, as
though holding out her arms as a shield, "Goodnight, Tammi." The words
snapped off her tongue and Tonya lowered her head just a bit.
Ally rolled herself in a little cocoon of blankets and the gleaming triangle
of light from the hall receded into a line, then opened up again. Tonya glided
across the floor almost as silently as Ally had, and Ally heard nothing but the
cardboard pack thumping gently on the nightstand.
When the door had shut, Ally's eyes sprung wide awake like two disobedient children. Her muscles burned and her eyes stung and her breaths began
to come quickly. Her feet paddled beneath the sheets as though she was
treading water. Still, she could not close her eyes. Go to sleep, she told herself,
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it was too late; her body was running on high again, feeding off itself. Thoughts
bubbled up, popped, disappeared, and new ones surfaced. I wonder if this is the
room Mom stayed in, hell, she had probably seen them all. Maybe she had left
marks behind, a carving in the floorboards. She wasn't the kind of woman who
liked to be forgotten, but she didn't have much trouble forgetting me. Ally
turned onto her back. Jason would never think to look for me in a place like
this, she thought, probably thinks I'm dead by now, doesn't look for me at all
anymore, really, said he was sick of chasing me, sick of worrying, of trying to
help someone who wouldn't let themselves be helped. But ha, she nearly giggled aloud, fuck him, I am getting help, help or at least some rest. Ally curled up
on her side. Actually, it dawned on her, she was getting neither. She kicked the
covers away; they itched her skin, made it crawl. She scratched her arms with
her jagged nails and the more she scratched, the more it itched. There were bugs,
she decided, had to be, bedbugs, and they were biting, biting their way up and
down her skin, and soon, she'd be covered in them. They'd be marching in her
nose, her ears, her mouth, and she'd breathe them into her lungs and she'd
drown, be lost in them, buried alive. Her vision was fuzzy, but she could see
them in the air; strains of blue and red marching on over the bed as constant as
the static on an old television set. She checked her skin, couldn't see them on
it; only the red lines where her nails had scraped. If only those lines were white
instead of red, she thought, I could sniff them up and stop the pulsing long
enough to swat away all those bugs, drive them away so I could sleep.
She tossed a pillow at the wall and jumped out of bed. The tiles were cold
against her feet so she walked fast on her tiptoes towards the door, and when
she tugged on the handle, the world outside was a dream without consequence,
the hallway a mere obstacle, and she, like a spy. It nearly made her laugh, the
breeze on her exposed back, the nurses chattering away not noticing or pretending not to notice--they would be glad to be rid of her, she decided-the
night guard simply shaking his head; it has been a dream this whole time, she
decided, and soon I will wake and Jason will be brewing coffee and he'll kiss
my forehead while I rub my eyes. Right now, she told herself, I am invisible,
indivisible, in control. Cigarette in hand, she kept forward and the automatic
doors parted, bowed to her will. The sky outside was layered in pink and
orange and yellow, like insoluble oils and she thought she could touch it, reach
out to it, make a ripple.
"Honey?" went a voice, sweet, motherly, a voice with a soft round shape
that was punctured by the chirping of birds. "What are you doing?"
It was Tonya and this was all still real, too real in the sunshine.
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Tonya took her ivory sweater off and draped it over Ally's shoulders.
"C'mon, I was just waiting for my ride. He's always late anyway." With her
palm on the small ofAlly's back, she ushered her inside, past all the other nurses
who were silent now, watching. Tonya glanced at them, pressed her finger to
her lips, and shook her head. She guided Ally back under the covers and Ally
let her, let herself be taken care of like the sick child she'd never had the chance
to be, her head falling against the pillow because Tonya had put it there, had
dictated that it be so. Tonya rested her large purse on the bedrail, a purse big
enough to be an old fashioned doctor's bag even though she was just a nurse.
As Tonya unzipped the bag and dug around, Ally slowly reached her hand up
to Tonya's badge, an infant playing with the carousel above her crib.
"So I'm guessing there's not a chance in hell you'll fall asleep tonight, huh,
still used to being wired?"
"I," Ally stammered as though in a trance, still fiddling with the I.D. badge,
"I couldn't fall asleep."
"You didn't even give it much of a chance, though," Tonya smiled, pulling
a vial and freshly sealed syringe from her purse. "That's all right. We all have
nights like that, I guess. Just remember, this never happened, OK?"
Ally nodded dimly, entranced by the badge. While Tonya reached over and
eased the readied needle into Ally's arm, she continued twirling the lanyard, slid
her thumb under that smiley-faced sticker, and let it stick to her nail. A horn
honked outside. Below the sticker was a picture of Tonya, only she seemed
more clown-like than Ally had ever thought possible, her face the bluest blue
and blackest black, not a happy clown, but one of those demented kind,
demented and distorted because someone had made them that way; someone
had distorted her face, made it so the left side looked like it had been stuffed
full of cotton and colored with permanent marker. The horn honked twice
more.
"Just Demerol," she sighed. "But don't get used to it, all right? One time
only."
"I think your ride's here," Ally mumbled, her eyelids floating like half-open
curtains blowing in the wind.
"Yeah, I know." She zipped up her purse. "Goodnight, Allison."
"Goodnight, Tonya."
Tonya pressed her hand to Ally's forehead, held her fingers over her wrist.
She was already out.
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Mrs. Sullivan
Dorothea Duenow

MRS. SULLIVAN SAID SHE WOULD DROP OFF THE MAIL HERSELF, FOR SADIE HAD

the whole day planned. The books would be taken out of the extra bedrooms;
the grandchildren were coming. And then, thought Mrs. Sullivan, what a
Saturday-breezy and innocent as a smile passing from child to child!
What a gas! What a parade! For so it had always left its impression, when,
with the singing creak from the wooden floorboards, she had sprung from her
high mattress and landed daintily before her bedroom window, flinging it
upwards with a joyous thrust, catching the daylight with outstretched arms.
How sweet, how subtle, heavier than this, of course, the air was in the early
evening, like a dash of magnolia perfume, the first sip of a champagne cocktail,
moody and thick and yet (for a mother of three as she had been) aggravating,
feeling as she did, staring out the open window, that something dreadful would
pass, looking at the tall corn, at the bees fashioning doilies out of thin air and
the waves heightening and tumbling down, down, far beyond the dock,
standing and looking until Andrew said, "Perfect place to cast oneself into the
abyss,"-she thought-"Of all the perfect places to leap?" Could that have
been it?
He must have told her that on the dock one evening as she leaned over the
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gleaming oyster beds-Andrew Raleigh. He would be back from San
Francisco one of these days, this summer or next, she could never remember,
those details always forgotten, it was his voice she remembered, his black lashes,
his cigarettes, his kiss, his arrogance and, when every last hope and flutter had
been quieted-how vexing it was-his morbid pronouncemen ts.
She stepped to the side of the sandy road, waiting for the Ravanel's tea
truck to stumble by. My secret wish, Buck Ravenel waved (his impulses driven
by something stronger, simpler); years they had walked past each other's tall
green farms, drove by them as the gaps between the corn rows opened wide
and closed; an English country rose she was, all peach blossoms and rich milk,
though time had softened her splendor, a rose pressed in a book rather than
clinging fresh to a trellis.
For having lived so on Wadmalaw Island-the years passed so quicklyone still does not forget the rush of a train, the honk of a streetcar, a bustle, a
burning, the aspiration of city life, the constant inconstancy (but that could
have been symptom of youth, not location, as some had told her). But here!
Everything solemn, natural, undemanding, patient, then the croak of a bullfrog
or the screeching caw of a crow. The wind whipped the seeds up, up, over the
telephone lines, spreading the word. What a time we've had! For it can't be
explained the way we take it all in, a blast of color, a wave of thought making
it over; but even the smallest gnats, the decayed carcasses that line the sandy
road, deer with bruised eyes or no eyes (caught staring too long into a pair of
unforgiving lights or playing in a man's field), even these understand and interpret; they can't be fenced or trained, they jump where they please, fly up your
skirt or into your ear, laughing at boundaries.
In the parade of creatures, in the hot and dusty, in the cool shade by the
creek, the sting, the bite, the burrs, the lone tractor; injections, the chopping
whir of pesticides, harvest, the machines of man below and the swooping dive
of a pelican was what she loved; the farm, Wadmalaw, this first day of summer.
Only last night, seated before her bureau mirror, cracked and so hazy, softening the lines of her face, her hair thin but brushed to a shine in the candlelight-twist and curl-she forms the tiny whirlpools of her pin curls, one
flashing pin spears each curl. And before her every night, lining the silver frame,
a photograph, yellowed and faded, her Matthew. Gold buttons on his uniform
snapping to attention, how he snapped his fingers and the children would get
in line, stand at attention, his hair stiff and mouth a straight line,just a crease in
the photo and behind it, the picture she cannot throw away, or burn, or nail
into a box buried deep under the earth. His eyes peeling her open with a
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shared knowledge, black lashes framing the pools she dared to dip in only once,
their water so hot it froze and cracked her. Her fingers trace the brow, the lips,
before Matthew is looking back at her again.
She leads the heavy brush around each lock of hair, a simple ballet she performs every night for a small audience. The men captured in frames are still
men.
Mrs. Sullivan remembers a sailboat slicing through choppy waves, under
declining sun, her bare legs muscled and compact dangling over the bow, her
white skirt tucked tight between her thighs and a book of poems, Blake at his
suggestion, always at his suggestion. With each line she peeks over her shoulder
at the two bosom friends, Matthew, strong and suntanned, feeding the sails with
one hand and Andrew, pale and burning, the wind smoking his cigarette, a
smile that raised every hair on her body.
Crash, splash, tickle, tumble, the waves shimmy up her legs, the pages of
poetry whipping back and forth in her outstretched hand. "Hold on," Matthew
orders, and just to tease she lets the book slip from her grasp, plummeting into
the ocean. Matthew is the one to dive in, a high arc ending in a tight ripple.
And that is how quickly minds are made up.
What tame affections they had shared! As he helped her move things
about, or offered a sturdy hand, took on the world for her, and brought her
safely through to the other side. Still, it wasn't him.
What fickle creatures we are with our hearts all sewn up and pinched, sold,
signed, given away eternally to one person, even as we live to see seventy,
eighty! So much time spent here, walking or pounding dirt paths into the grass,
from the house to the dock, from the dock to the house, the memory of heated
breath always at one's ears.
First she was carried, slung about, pushed, and paraded until she could
stand on her own. Then she carried and slung and pushed and paraded until
finally it was time. Grandmother had told her, "The earth will swallow you
whole." And it's as though sometimes one sees it happening as the flowers fall
sideways and curl up, or the leaves shiver their way back to the roots. Bending
before the mirror, a glimpse is enough to see that she too is returning. Must we
wait for its gaping maw to suck us in whole?
Some people, friends, had often said they would go back to make the right
choices, start over, be shuffled and spit out. Twilight hours she prayed for that
too, a wrinkle in time, but we impose regret because the sorrow makes us noble.
What would any of these creatures inhabiting the marshes along the dusty
road do with regret? A crocodile, a deer, a hawk, or a fly? Eat it, kill it, sleep
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on it, never to understand it or succumb to it.
This patch here, this shaded section of the road, under the canopy, it cools
and clarifies, puts things where they once were or where they need to be. Here
is where one could take off one's hat and let the wind make tangles with its
fingers. She appreciates this moist air, this subtle chill, because the sun is
stronger now and she is growing closer to the steaming ground. Temptation
places demands, the fire so hot it leaves you doubly baked, lighter than ashes,
emptier than the space between moments.
She held Matthew's head in her lap when he cried. He was like that good
child to her, wanting little but to work very hard. Though he did truly love
once, the child that was doomed upon conception, delivered with a heart too
large for his chest. Such poetic death, a favorite topic amongst their friends
behind their backs through the screens, a child with a heart so big his chest split
wide open, and not enough flesh to sew it shut, contain it. Matthew cried, sobbing warm puddles in her legs, nails clutching her thighs through heaves and
muffled moans.
At the mailbox, a majestic Southern Oak perched on a tiny patch of grass,
the Sullivans, the Ravanels, the Lightstones, lined up in a row of metal boxes,
peeling red white and green, like the flag of Italy or Christmas Neapolitan
ice-cherry, vanilla, and pistachio.
How small and humble their lives appeared to a mailman or an out-oftown visitor-yet she was to get the mail which could bring anything-everything was possible: births, deaths, parties, thank yous, the end of it all, or the
ship coming in. A bang as the heavy metal door swings open and falls fast, the
mailbox smacking itself in the chin, and inside, deep in the black cavern, her
pink, polished fingers reach, grasping, a sigh, a catch in her breath, her fingers
close fast clutching emptiness.
"What will happen to us now?" she thought, pausing, cold and disappointed, a chill crawls up her arms and the back of her neck, followed by a
warm gush of calm. Out of the corner of her eye, something red, lurking,
poking up out of the sandy road. Leaving footprints across the driven path,
contained and deep, just like the deer except for the sharp point of her heels
which followed her triangular soles, punctuating them like question marks.
Grabbing the red fabric she pulls; out of the earth a flannel snake rises, shaking
itself off. A red flannel shirt, as large as a shirt could be before it called itself a
tablecloth, she thought; Buck Ravenel's shirt it had to be. Not her Matthew's,
surely-his shirts small and fine enough for any lady.
As she shakes it and the sand flies above her head, landing silently, softly in
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her brown chocolate pin curls. What a pleasure to dye one's hair, she remembers. Thank god the pregnancies are past! She wraps the red flannel twice
around her waist, warmed by the sun.
Wind makes the oak tree groan; the smell of fertilizer forms iron in her
mouth. To climb a tree, she thought, the only thing on a day like this! Tears wet
her wrinkled cheeks, trapped between folds of memory and fantasy.
There were times she climbed the oak tree every day, alone and with her
children, its branches sturdy and comforting, leaning low to the ground,
scooping you up like leaves, reaching upwards and outwards like a Southern
preacher, a coursing, living canopy.
She slips off her heels, her feet the size of a child's, white satin ribbons
untied from her sharp ankles, and a smile forms beneath the pouched eyes.
Mrs. Sullivan pulls her white skirt above her knees and ties a swift knot
with a practiced dance of her wrists (knock-kneed they had said, hide it with
skirts, but her knees were good for climbing).
Her knobby fingers, knuckles topsy-turvy, squeeze two arms of the tree,
and her feet curl around the furrowed bark. Her knees dig inwards, like riding
a show pony, and scrapping and scrambling she fights her way, up, up and away!
vVhen I reach the top, the world will be mine to do with as I please! And she laughs
out loud, blasting loyal woodpeckers and sparrows out from their hiding places.
Nearing the top of the branches, her body tenses and she feels the ache
from scratches and bruises, bangs and knocks, apathy and regret, promises and
offers. She holds fast to the bark, willing herself to become one with the tree
that feels only rain and sunshine, two moods for a lifetime. Slowly, timid now,
broken and hollow, she inches upwards and outwards on the highest branch.
She sees herself dangling like a strange fruit, before Matthew, who would know
what to do, how to clean up the mess and occupy the grandchildren, and comfort their daughter who she never really could talk to-not like a mother and
daughter ought-something always missing, something light, a laugh or a
whisper, to make things natural.
And she wraps her twiggy arms around the fatherly branch, and tips her
curls over her tightened shoulders, a clear view, gazing at the sandy river of
Sunnypoint Road. What she sees is a lifetime-how she had ridden the rail to
this Southern climb fingering traveler's checks in her pocket, waving good-bye
to her beautiful college friends, learned the Dewey decimal system and how to
type 60 WPM, permanently curled her hair, tried acting, bought white gloves
and a black bra, fell in love with an arrogant man to marry a capable one,
allowed her straps to fall from her shoulders when she laughed, lay down
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silently for her husband, flushed her children's goldfish down the toilet, skipped
rocks in the bay, gathered clumps of her hair out of the comb, cut out photographs of Jack Kennedy and his sophisticated wife, hugged her knees to her
chest, drummed her fingers in waiting rooms, felt gravity take over, found her
glasses on top of her head, closed her eyes as she whispered a swear word, forgot
her children's birthdays, and cried herself to sleep at night for putting love in
the wrong places.
When we look at our lives from the last page, how unremarkable, how
common they appear! And yet the throes my own, she thinks, as her fingers
untie the knot in the red flannel and wreath the branch, two knots she learned
to make from her papa, one to hold and one to tether.
Over her narrow forehead, she pulls the soft necklace, twisting it down her
face until it holds under her chin. Hugging the tree, she clamps her eyes shut
not wanting them to bulge and pop like the deer's; she makes a wish, draws in
a deep breath, and softly blows out all of the air, flattening her chest before letting go, dropping down, eyes closed, toes curling, comforted by the timid
rustling of the leaves, swayed by the same breeze.
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Bedroom Revelations
Jenny Seay

"COCKSUCK.ING, NO-GOOD PIECE OF SHIT! I'M TIRED OF YOUR FREELOADING!"

My mother's shouts were the first thing I remember from that morning.
They penetrated the mass of blankets over my head-violating the layers of
cotton and down with their shrill tone. I bunched the fabric around my ears,
hoping to block any further disruption, but when my bedroom door shuddered
in its frame I knew there was no way to avoid the noise of the battle brewing
in the kitchen, no way to ignore my mother's weekly ritual of confrontation.
"Goddamn motherfucking bitch! You're a dickless waste of space!"
I lifted my head, peering out at the brown-paneled walls. The window next
to my bed was dim, the outside light straining against closed mini-blinds.
Despite the darkness, I could make out the outline of the action figures on my
nightstand. They were lined up in five rows of three next to my television,
looking out over a hardwood floor cluttered with CDs and several milk crates
of books.
"Lazy, scum-sucking shitbag! Why do I waste my time with you?"
The door rattled again, and I swung my feet over the edge of the bed as
my eyes adjusted to the light. I sidestepped all the junk on the floor, creeping
toward my room's door as I wondered what Todd had done this time. The door
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had a circular gash to the right of my doorknob, and I knelt to peep through
it, closing my left eye as my right zoned in on what had become a familiar
scene.
Mom's back was against the kitchen sink, her fists clenching and
unclenching as she glared at her boyfriend Todd. He stood on the opposite side
of the kitchen table, clutching a sandwich swollen with peanut butter and grape
jelly. There was a blob of purple ooze at his feet, which he tried to cover by
lowering his left foot over it. I winced as I watched the slippery substance
squeeze between his toes-toes that were gnarled and coated with dark hair.
Mom looked down at the mess on her floor, then back at Todd. His eyes were
glazed, blond hair greasy and uncombed, black T-shirt untucked, a portrait of
drunken splendor.
"It's just jelly. I can clean it up." Todd set his sandwich on the kitchen table,
lifted his sticky foot, and hopped toward the sink. Mom caught him as his head
fell into her chest, lifting her knuckles in the air to pummel his back. Each
whack rattled Todd's body, the hollow thud sending a shudder through my flesh.
"You're a pig. A mooching, drinking pig, and I want you out."
After being hit once, twice, three times, Todd sank to his knees, pressing his
crooked nose into Mom's belly. He began snorting and sniffling.
"I was hungry. You hit me for wanting something to eat?"
Mom tried to pull him off, but he wrapped nail-bitten fingers around her
thighs, sobbing and moaning.
"Why do you hate me, Renee? Why you have to be such a slutty bitch?"
Mom's nostrils puckered, absorbing Todd's beer stink. It wasn't an unfamiliar smell, just a disappointing one. It converted her sympathy for the cowering slob into rage-heated anger that would have crept under my door and
warmed my cheeks if it hadn't been for Dani's interruption.
"Stop! Shut up! Both of you." I heard my younger sister's voice as she
emerged from her bedroom down the hall, and peered out the door to get a
better look. She was rubbing last night's mascara from the corners of her eyes,
glaring at Mom and Todd as she stomped into the kitchen. Todd lifted his head
from Mom's waist, and Mom used the opportunity to shove him against the
table. The back of his head bounced off the rounded edge.
Dani threw her hands in the air. "Why do you fight every week? Why can't
we have a quiet Sunday like a normal family?" She glanced toward my roomlooking for an ally, but I had already clicked the door shut and resumed
watching through my peephole. I had been involved in these frays often
enough to know that interference was futile.
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Mom's eyebrows arched when she noticed Dani was still wearing the
miniskirt she had on the night before, but as she was parting her lips to say
something about it, Dani pivoted on her heels and stomped a path to the bathroom. There was a bang, followed by the faint rushing of faucet water.
Todd attempted to reattach himself to Mom, but she pushed him back
with a loud grunt. She scowled at him, tugging a strand of her brown hair.
"You're upsetting my family.You have to go."
The hardwood was causing my knees to ache, so I rolled back onto my
heels as Mom thumped Todd's back with her fist. He retreated from her, staggering toward the back-porch stairs, leaving a trail of purple splotches along the
kitchen tile.
I resumed my kneeling position while Mom followed Todd. Through the
hole, her contorting lips reminded me of inchworms-wriggling and moist as
they flung a final string of insults: "We don't need a bitch like you. Nobody
needs you. You're worthless."
Todd's own lips trembled as he turned. His hands were extended, palms
pleading. Mom's eyebrows furrowed while studying those hands. For a second,
the muscles in her jaw slackened, but then the winding path of grape jelly
caught her attention. She thrust a pointed finger at the door.
"Out! Now!"
I stood up at this point, rubbing the pink indentations in my knees as Mom
shoved Todd out the door. It shut with a thud, the deadbolt clicking loudly to
signal the end of their Sunday-morning drama.
For a few minutes, there was silence. Then Todd broke into sobs on the back
porch. His deep, guttural bellows resembled those of a sick cow. I crouched in
front of my hole in time to see Mom sink into one of the kitchen chairs,
crossing her arms in front of her and breathing hard. She hated it when Todd
cried, hated to feel responsible for his pathetic whimpers, but she was also tired
of mopping up his messes off the floor, tired of replacing the windows he put
his fist through, tired of taking care of him. She put her hands to her ears,
resisting the tug ofTodd's blubbering.
Dani materialized from the bathroom, now clad in a white T-shirt and
flannel pajama pants. She padded barefoot toward my door, shooting Mom a
look that was a mixture of disgust and relief. Mom picked up the sandwich on
the table, watching the back door as she got up to throw it out. Todd's moans
gradually faded, and we all craned our necks and cocked our ears for the
retreating footsteps that followed. When the door at the bottom of the backporch steps slammed, there was a collective sigh.
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"That's it," Mom proclaimed. "He's gone for good this time!" She brushed
her palms together, like she had done so many other Sundays, while Dani rolled
her eyes and knocked on my door.
"Julie? You up?"
I scooted away from the peephole. "No."
"You getting up?"
I scrambled back to bed, flinging myself onto the mattress. The box springs
groaned. "No."
"Well, can you open the door at least?"
I sighed, lay there for a minute or so, then got up to let Dani in. She locked
the door, stepping on a CD case as she followed me back to the bed. I winced
at the crunching plastic and watched her brush the bottom of her foot before
crawling in next to me. We lay toe to head, but from the opposite end of the
bed I could see she had scrubbed off her old makeup and applied a fresh mask
of color. Sparkly aqua eye shadow, thick black mascara, and rust-colored lipstick-all piled on so thick it threatened to crack and crumble with the
slightest facial twitch.
I preferred to be more anonymous about my appearance. My long red hair
curtained my face, obscuring fair cheeks, green eyes, and chapped lips-unenhanced features that I could feel Dani scrutinizing with narrow-eyed disapproval.
"I saw you watching them," Dani said. She pointed at her eye. "It blocks
the light when you look through the hole."
"So it does." I rolled on my side, facing the wall. "Better to watch from in
here than be out in the middle of it."
Countless times I had stormed out of my bedroom, squeezing between
Mom and Todd, pulling his drunken hands off her shoulders or throat. Mom
always waved me away, told me to mind my own business, said she didn't need
a teenager fighting her battles. I never listened, not until I got sandwiched in a
Mom-and-Todd throwdown. He lunged for Mom, grabbing my collar and
flinging me into my bedroom door. My elbow burst the wood, and for several
days after it burned every time I bent my arm.
Mom apologized by bringing home a She-Ra castle she'd found at the
Swap-0-Rama, as well as a framed, autographed poster from the Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtles movie. I came home to find the latter hung on the wall
across from my bed, right above the dresser with the Strawberry Shortcake
alarm clock on top. A year later, the gash in my door still hadn't been repaired.
I reached for Battle Armor He-Man, one of ten barrel-chested men
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standing in a line on the nightstand. I twisted his smooth plastic torso, working
it left and right, and then raised his massive biceps above his head. "Think HeMan could pound some sense into them?"
Dani shrugged at the squat muscleman as we both climbed out of bed.
"Isn't he master of the universe?"
I grinned and put He-Man back with his friends. Dani breezed past my
toy collection, making a beeline for the closet on the opposite wall.
"You going to the mall today?" her back asked as she disappeared into the
abyss ofT-shirts,jeans, and oversized sweaters.
"If she's taking us."
Dani hurled a blue tank top through the air. It puddled at my feet. '"Course
she is. She needs an excuse to get rid of us, right?"
As if on cue, Mom's Todd-battering knuckles rattled the bedroom door.
"You guys ready?"
"Uh uh."
"Well, get moving. I'm meeting Sam for mass at noon."
Dani whirled around in time to catch me nibbling my middle knuckle.
"All ready to argue with someone else ..." I muttered as I tossed her the
shirt from the floor.
Sam was Mom's other boyfriend, the one she ran to when Todd was too
drunk or too broke to be useful. She got along with him a little better, but their
relationship was yet another example of her inability to resist useless, low-class
idiots.
I ran a brush through my hair while Dani changed, imagining Sam pacing
shirtless in front of his picture window-waiting for Mom to pull into his
drive-way. She'd zoom into sight, checking her makeup in the rearview mirror;
combing her feathered hair behind her ears before letting her long legs lead
her onto the sidewalk. Sam would stop pacing, grinning his rotting jack-o'lantern grin as Mom waggled her fingertips at him. She would pop a breath
mint and clack toward his front steps on high heels.
I shuddered and squeezed my eyes shut to prevent more images. When I
opened them, Dani was staring at me, one hand impatiently drumming her hip.
"Yes?"
"This look all right?" Dani stuck out her nonexistent chest. She had
become obsessed with her appearance after entering high school the month
before--was so proud that she had lost her baby fat and developed into a willowy, orgasm-worthy babe. Mostly I tried not to notice, tried not to encourage
the exposure of her cleavage, but today my eye was caught by a reddish purple,
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silver-dollar-sized blob at the nape of her neck.
I got within inches of her and pressed my finger into the bruised patch of
skin. "What's that?"
Dani slapped my hand away. "Nothing."
"Liar."
"Is it bad? He said it wouldn't last this long."
"Well, it's there. Throw on that turtleneck so Mom doesn't see." I pulled a
sweatshirt and jeans out of the closet for myself, wondering why I was helping
Dani cover her ass.
She had been parading her wanton sexuality in front of my nose for quite
some time now, did everything she could to remind me that she was to boys
what I was to books. And I didn't care. Not really. Except when I was faced
with physical evidence of her exploits, like big, red, disgusting love bites. Only
then did I remember my own chastity, and question whether there was something wrong with me for not getting some action first.
In fact, my sister was so obsessed with cultivating her nymphet legacy I was
surprised Mom wasn't on to her by now. Dani's transformation from a chubby,
quiet schoolgirl to sultry babe had been anything but subtle. After a particularly nasty classmate at the junior high pointed out my sister's resemblance to
a grape, Dani abandoned her candy addiction and adopted an exercise regimen
that had her huffing and puffing through ten sets of situps, three laps around
the block, and an hour on Mom's Nordic Trac. Her flab melted away quickly,
and by the time she enrolled at Morton West High School she was spending
hours in front of the mirror-rolling a mascara wand over her eyelashes,
smearing her lids and cheeks with rainbow colors, and making her mouth
bleed lipstick.
"She's going through a phase," Mom told me when I expressed concern.
"She'll outgrow it."
But she didn't. I watched Dani straighten the turtleneck and emerge from
my bedroom with stiff, curled bangs, spidery eyelashes, and glittered cheeks.
Mom slung an arm around her shoulder.
"Took you long enough." In the time it had taken Dani and me to get
ready, Mom had taken as much care in gussying up. She twisted to model her
black Lycra skirt and white blouse with sheer sleeves. "What do you think?"
I looked down and straightened the wrinkles in my sweatshirt, waiting
for her to comment on my shabby appearance. "I thought you were going to
mass, Ma."
"Would I dress up otherwise?"
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I wanted to tell her that church dress and evening dress were two different
things, but to avoid her stinging slap I said, "You're seeing Sam."
"That doesn't make a difference." Mom fluffed her thick brown waves, letting them cascade over her shoulders. She spun away from Dani, then whistled
and motioned for us to follow. We walked single file toward the front door,
Mom leading the way, her hair flouncing as she moved. I bit my bottom lip at
the back of the line, watching Dani's shoulders tighten as Mom peered into the
street. She looked left, then right, making sure Todd wasn't crouched in wait,
ready to spring from the bushes when we made our exit.
"Doesn't seem to be out there," she muttered, bending at the knees to slide
on the pair of black heels she always kept in the front hall. "But be ready to run
when I bring the car out, just in case."
Three seconds later she was peeling out of the driveway. She hunched forward in her seat, probably straightening her pantyhose as she swung her red
Crown Vic onto Fifty-First Court. She grazed the curb so Dani and I could
crawl into the back seat, settling against the plush upholstery as Mom's serious
brown eyes flooded the rearview mirror.
"Don't ever get involved with a man, you hear? Never. Not unless he takes
good care of you."
Mom hadn't been "taken care of" by a man since her husband, our father,
had died eleven years ago. It happened two weeks before my eighth birthdayhe was pulling his third fourteen-hour shift, crouched over the rails of the
Howard Street el stop, his orange-and-yellow reflector vest covering his tool
belt. Dribbles of rain rolled off the rim of his ball cap, lightning crisscrossed the
skies, and wind whipped his pale face, but he continued to work on whatever
it was he was fixing, so intent on finishing the job that he ignored the rolling
thunder above him, disregarded the zigzags of lightning. And stepped backward
onto the third rail just as a bolt of electricity coursed through it.
Mom didn't adjust well to being a widow. She found a job as an administrative assistant quick enough, but days spent in front of a typewriter clacking
out letters and memos were not her idea of a dream existence. So she started
dating, went through man after man after man, intent on finding a Prince
Charming-someon e just as handsome, hardworking, and generous as Daddy.
But for some reason I never understood, she settled for Todd and Sam and led
us from our idyllic existence into purgatory.
The car's tires thumped over giant potholes as Mom rolled down
Roosevelt Road. I stared out the window, watching crumbling brick buildings
scroll past. There was the abandoned strip club with its boarded windows and
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doors, the tattoo parlor with a line of Harleys out front, and the Super
Mercado, giant banners in the windows advertising sales on chorizo and leche.
In less than half an hour Cicero's urban crumble would be behind usMom's car would screech to a stop at the glass-paneled food court entrance of
North Riverside Mall. I shifted in my seat, heart quickening. The automatic
doors of Toys "R" Us were getting closer.
I looked over at Dani, who was running her thumb over a plastic key
chain. It held a wallet-sized picture, one that changed to reflect whatever boy
she was in love with at the moment. I leaned over to catch a glimpse of the
lucky guy, but she dropped it in the slit at the top of her purse and pulled out
her rust-colored lipstick. Dani smeared it all over her mouth, smacking her lips
loudly when she was finished.
Mom slapped the steering wheel with her palm and glared back at us.
"Can't you do that quietly?"
Dani smacked some more, making quick popping noises. Mom turned up
the stereo to drown her out. The walls of the car rattled, and my butt throbbed
with Def Leppard beats for the rest of the ride.
"Pour some sug-ar on meeeee!" Mom steered with one hand, drumming
the dashboard with the other.
Dani put her hands over her ears. I slouched low in my seat. We were
pulling into the mall parking lot, and people unloading armfuls of shopping
bags into their trunks stopped to stare. Mom halted in front of the food court.
We rushed to put some distance between the vibrating car and us, but Mom
prevented a quick getaway by dangling two twenties out the window.
She turned down the music so she wouldn't have to shout. "Buy lunch. I
won't be back until late." Dani and I stood together on the curb as Mom tooted
her horn and sped off.
"Her mood sure improved." Dani slipped the bill into the pocket of her
skintight jeans and shaded her eyes as she watched the car get smaller.
I hooked my thumb toward the wide concrete steps leading to the food
court entrance. "Where first?"
"You go. I'm meeting someone."
"Who?"
"He's new." Dani fluffed her bangs and sat on the edge of the first step. She
licked her fingertip and used it to rub some shine on the toe of her black clog.
I was surprised Dani was being so cryptic. Normally she told me more
about her love life than I cared to hear. Late at night, when I was tossing and
turning, wrestling with a tangle of sheets, I'd roll over in time to see my door
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click open. A shaft of moonlight slashed the hardwood floor, creating a path my
sister could crawl upon until she reached the foot of my bed. If my feet peeked
from the edge of the covers, Dani would tug a big toe until I kicked her.
"Can I come up?" she'd ask.
This was my cue to make room, to slide over and prop myself on my side
so Dani could squeeze in. I'd stare across the room at the red numbers of my
alarm clock, watching the minutes change as Dani exhaled cigarette-scente d
whispers.
"I made out with a guy in the forest preserve tonight ..."
"Went to a party, got felt up in the bedroom where they kept everyone's
coats ..."
"Jerked off two cousins ..."
Every night there was a new story, a different taboo to be violated. I know
Dani wanted me to be shocked, or impressed, or both. But her stories left me
numb and helpless. Left me wondering what had happened to the pigtailed
munchkin who threw tantrums and gnawed the feet off my Barbie dolls. Left
me wondering if I'd ever be bold enough to do some of the things Dani
bragged about.
But today, Dani wasn't bragging, so I stuck Mom's twenty-dollar bill in my
pocket, patted Dani on the shoulder, and said, "Have fun."
I moved across the parking lot, turning back to watch the wind blow
Dani's long hair in her face. She was still bent over her scuffed shoes, probably
scowling at the scratches in the leather. But I had more important things to
concern myself with.
Bone-crunchin g wrestlers. Spawn toys. Star Wars. Anything sealed in a
bubble of plastic.
I was off to my favorite place, Toys "R" Us. And I knew if I went home
straight afterward I'd have the house all to myself.
Four hours and a bus ride later I was standing at the foot of my frontporch stairs. The sun striped the pavement with thick bars, while leaves rattled
on their branches. Birds chirped, squirrels pranced, children giggled.
I bounded up the brown steps, swinging two plastic bags bursting with
goodies. My Toys "R" Us pilgrimage had been a success, and I couldn't wait to
get inside to inspect my bounty.
But as the front door loomed closer I stopped. It had been left wide open.
It wasn't kicked in, Todd-style, but had been left ajar, with the loose, white
screen door flapping in the breeze. I held my bags in front of me and crept
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closer, wincing every time the porch floorboards creaked. I imagined I would
enter the living room to find Todd, or maybe a heap of bloody torsos, or maybe
flipped-over furniture. Perhaps all three.
"Hellloooo," I called. No one answered, so I tiptoed closer. The house was
dark, forcing me to peer inside. The living room appeared to be just as it had
been that morning ... neat, brown, and devoid of all life.
"Helloooo," I called again. Still no answer. I slid off my shoes, set my bags
against the wall, and crept down the narrow hallway.
One step. Two steps. Deep breath.
I flattened against the wall next to Mom's bedroom-c lenching my fists,
prepared to pounce at the first flicker of movement. After counting to three, I
spun into the doorway and was greeted by an unmade bed with an overflowing
bag of laundry. Exhaling, I flattened against the wall again. I inched along
toward Dani's room. One step. Two steps.
I spun again, this time finding a smattering of boy-band posters and a
vanity cluttered with compacts and spray bottles. I sighed and shook my head.
There was nobody in the house. I had probably forgotten to lock the door
when we left that morning.
I turned to retrieve my bags from the living room, but a mufiled thumping
stopped me in midpivot. It was a soft noise, a dull, persistent thud, and it
seemed to be coming from my bedroom. I dropped to my knees and inched
across the threshold that widened into the kitchen and my adjoining bedroom.
The thumping amplified.
It grew really loud when I got next to my closed bedroom door. I lay my
palm against it, feeling the wood throb softly. When I pressed my ear where my
pahn had been, I could hear grunting and moaning along with the pounding.
"Mmm, uh, yeah."
"Uh huh, oh."
Tendrils of cinnamon smoke wafted up my flared nostrils-sm oke from
candles I'd bought at Target during last weekend's mall bonanza. I narrowed my
eyes, hoping the flames would burst from their wicks and lap up the people
making all those noises.
"Uh, uh, oh, ooooh ..."
The thumping doubled its speed while the moaning got louder, coupled
with wheezing mattress creaks. I crawled back from the door, startled.
"Uh, uh, ahhhhh ... "

I stood up, biting my lip as I examined my options. One was to leave the
house-may be stroll up and down the block with bags in hand, humming loud
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enough to drive those awful sounds from my head. The other was to stay-to
barge in with red eyes and flaming cheeks-demanding retribution for this
unwelcome invasion.
In the end, I settled for something in between. I reached for the doorknob,
feeling the cool metal turn easily beneath my fingers. I didn't want to push the
door open, but I had to. It was my room-the one place I found refuge from
Mom's domestic rampages, and I had to reclaim it.
So I banged-THREE SHARP BANGS-and flung the door open.
There was a frantic rustling of sheets and the thump of feet hitting the
floor. Thinking it was safe to look, I covered my eyes with my hands and poked
my head in. I peered through my fingers, eyes widening at the sight of Dani
curled under blankets while Timmy Kessler stood in front of her. He rounded
the edge of my bed, flashing pasty ass cheeks as he attempted to cover his
crotch with a Strawberry Shortcake sheet.
I jammed my fist into my mouth to muffle a scream. Even though Dani
bragged night after night of her lurid exploits, I never expected to find her
fucking Timmy in my bed, didn't expect to find her fucking anyone at all. If I
had, I would have done better to discourage her antics.
Timmy was a Cicero boy. He lived two blocks away, and I had known him
since he was a toddler waddling on his beer bottle-strewn front lawn in bare
feet and a diaper. Over the years he had grown notorious around the neighborhood for being a gray-toothed, greasy-haired piece of white trash, a filthy,
smelly, one-eyed human being.
There was a lot of speculation on how Timmy lost an eye. Word around
the campfire was that it happened when he was four, tiptoeing through his
house on his way to the bathroom. His drunken stepfather saw the large
shadows he cast, thought he was a burglar, and grabbed him by the scruff of his
neck. Totally went off on Timmy-beating and punching him, then reached for
a broken beer bottle, which he used to stab the young boy until Timmy ran
into the street screaming. The cuts about his body healed all right, but his eye
was dead, and Timmy was doomed to freakdom. He wore an eye patch up until
high school, when he upgraded to a pair of black wraparound shades. They had
thick, tinted lenses so opaque it was impossible to see the whitish-gray stripe
sloping across his right eye.
In addition to his discomforting appearance, Timmy carried a reputation
for being the biggest pain in the ass this side of Sixteenth Street. His legacy of
small-time thuggery made him notorious, especially among whispering packs
of schoolchildren, children who hadn't been born when he pulled some of his
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most noteworthy stunts.
Like the time he punched the school librarian for telling him to use the
card catalog. Or the time he ditched third grade but got busted when he
banged on his classroom window-waving his arms and sticking out his
tongue to celebrate his absence from class. Even better, his famous attempt at
holding up the local candy store with a loaded squirt gun.
Now almost seventeen, he'd graduated to other forms of mayhem and
annoyance. He stole bikes, smoked a lot of pot, and prowled the high school
parking lot looking for girls dumb enough to seduce, girls like Dani, who at
fourteen couldn't tell the difference between a suitor and a scumbag if her life
depended on it.
"Julie?" My sister stepped toward me, holding tight to the blue-and-white
comforter she had wrapped around her body. Her hair was smeared in blond
clumps across her cheeks, and when she pushed them behind her ears I noticed
her hickey had multiplied into a dozen dime-sized circles. When she saw me
gaping at them, she giggled and tossed her head back to display them more
prominently. "Julie, do you know Timmy?"
Timmy strolled up behind Dani. He had wrapped the sheet around his
waist like a towel, and he slid his sunglasses on. I saw my startled reflection in
them as he raised his arms in greeting. "Remember me? McKinley School,
right?"
I sucked in air. The only thing I could focus on was the sheet clinging to
his hips. It could slide down at any minute, revealing the mildly erect penis that
had defiled my sister. I had never seen a live one and imagined his was crooked,
disappearing into a smattering of sweaty blond hairs. I turned away, moving
toward the cabinet where Mom kept the boxes of cereal.
This lukewarm reception didn't deter Timmy. He sidestepped Dani, who
retreated into my bedroom, slamming the door while her boyfriend attempted
to win me over. He straddled a kitchen chair while I slammed a bowl and a
box of Cheerios onto the table.
"Hey, ain't gonna talk to me?"
''I'm having breakfast." My voice was calm, but my hand was shaking so
bad I couldn't stop scattering Os all over the place. So I plopped into a chair
across from Timmy and began crunching straight from the box. His shades were
obscured by his stringy blond mop-top, and I silently counted the strands,
waiting for him to explain things, hoping he'd say something I wanted to hear.
There had to be a reasonable explanation-the central air broke, or someone
stole their clothes, or maybe they weren't really Timmy and Dani and I'd
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walked into the wrong house. I would have believed anything-anything that
might convince me I hadn't caught my sister fucking the neighborhood loser.
"So that's your room? Dani never said." Timmy rubbed his chest,
scratching at a thick tuft of hair.
The cereal was turning to sand in my mouth. I swallowed a mouthful of
tasteless grit and crammed down another fistful of Os. All I had to do was keep
my mouth full. Keep it full and sealed and silent so I wouldn't have to carry on
a conversation with this lunkhead.
After a minute Dani popped her head out, fully clothed. I closed the cereal
box and pushed her back into my room, closing the door behind me.
"Are you mad?" Dani surveyed the damage, eyes drifting toward the line
of barrel-chested action figures scattered along the floor. There were also CDs
kicked in a random scatter, framed pictures flipped on their faces, and sheets
torn loose from my bed with reddish-brown stains spotting the fabric. My fingers burned to pick everything up, to put everything just as it had been, but no
matter how straight I posed the action figures, no matter how neatly I lined up
my pictures, they would never be straight enough, never neat enough.
I plucked Battle Armor He-Man from the floor, where he lay with legs
splayed, arms wide. I fingered the iron cross on his chestplate and rolled my
thumb over the smooth plastic. Dani was chewing on an end of hair as she
watched me, waiting while I twisted He-Man's waist back and forth.
"Why my room?"
Dani shuffled her feet. "Mine's messy."
"Like mine's not." I grabbed Dani's elbow but she yanked it back.
"I know. I'm sorry. Timmy and I will clean it up." Dani reached under the
bed, stirring an angry cloud of dustbunnies as she scooped up Timmy's underwear, jeans, and T-shirt. Her nostrils puckered as she erupted into a sneeze.
"Bless you," Timmy called through the door. His mouth was full of
Cheerios.
"Why don't you go," I said. "Just go ... get him outta here, and you can
tell me about it tonight." I wasn't looking forward to sordid details but I wanted
to hear them, wanted to hear what it was about Timmy Kessler's dead eye and
dirty face that made my sister lie back and open her legs. Wanted to know if it
was the same thing that kept Mom clinging to Todd.
My sister's lips blossomed into a grin. "Really?" She gave me a quick hug.
"You're the best."
I stared at Dani for a minute, searching her hickeys for some sign, some
indication of the pesky munchkin I'd known and loved. But the only thing
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they screamed was, "Look, Ma, no hymen."
Timmy rattled the door with his fist. "Dan, you comin' out?"
"Be there in a minute." Dani blew me kisses as she hugged Timmy's
clothing to her chest and ducked out into the kitchen.
I kicked at the pile of sheets, wondering if Dani's bloodstains would wash
out.
Later, after the sheets were spinning in the dryer and the action figures
were back in a line on my dresser, I lay on my stomach on the bare mattress,
staring at Battle Armor He-Man. His grimace was reassuring, the one thing in
this crazy day that remained unchanged.
"Don't worry," he seemed to say, "Dani won't win the race forever."
I thought of my sister, the image of her spider eyes and molten lips conjuring a mixture of awe and disdain. Then I rolled onto my back, peering under
the collar of my flannel pajamas at my untouched form, the pale skin dotted
with freckles, and wondered if He-Man was right.Wondered ifl'd ever be bold
enough to have sex in my own bed. Wondered if I'd have sex at all. The
prospect of rolling around on the mattress with some mysterious stranger was
enough to shove Dani and her exploits from my mind.
I slid my hand under the waistband of my cotton panties, arching my hips
toward the ceiling, filling my head with images of myself writhing and panting
under the body of a naked boy. In these images I was a lust-filled vixen, wrapping my legs around guys unlike Timmy, or any of the other Cicero boys my
sister found so attractive. Their faces were shadowy blurs, but they all wore
animal-fur shorts, calf-length boots, and had muscles so defined they had to be
sculpted from plastic. Those muscles clenched me, squeezing hot flashes of pleasure from my pores until my hips sank into the mattress. I curled onto my side,
drifting into a dream world where I was my sister's sexual equal.
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Persimmon
Will iam Grego ry

THE BRIGHT ORANGE PERSIMMON PULSED IN FRONT OF HER, BEATING LIKE AN

open heart, its overstuffed ripe, bloody veins and ventricles inhaling and
exhaling with life, covering the fruit like a web, each beat pushing out the yellowish pulp and seeds buried inside. It was the smells of oil, dirt, and sweat that
awoke Yelena, revealing to her that what lay in front of her was nothing but a
sweaty wall. But it was all that she could do to forget the whimpering and the
gasps for air seeping out of the others like a stew of nervousness, boiling in a
pressure cooker. For nearly a day and a half, the six of them had been stuffed
behind a false wall that would hide them from any border-patrol officer
looking for illegal aliens or contraband. They stood in the cramped slit of a
space with their backs pinned to the trailer wall, their arms at their sides with
no room to move any part of their bodies, pressed against the two-by-four
frame propping up the false wall in front of them. The left side of Yelena's face
smashed into the false wall in front of her, leaving one eye temporarily blinded,
and the other looking at the little Mexican boy's tossled head at her side. He
at least had more room to breathe. Her twenty-two-year-old calves had given
out about a half an hour before. Doing her best to stand on the balls of her feet,
she reached, reached for the wisps of fresh air blowing in through the tiny
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cracks and openings at the top of the corroded white trailer. Nothing.
It was all enough for her to close her eyes again. The pain in her neck now
crawling up from the bottom of her heels to the tip of her chin that sat on her
right shoulder, unnaturally jutting out towards the Mexican boy. The unnatural
position that she was in, the pounding of her blackened eye, the bleeding gashes
pulsing at the top of her head and in between her legs started to make her feel
faint, reminding her of what the little brown Mexican coyotes had done to her
in the desert the day before.
It was the moment when Yelena stepped off the plane, smelling the waste,
hunger, corn, and dirt, looking to the fuzzy gray horizon, reaching as far as her
eyes could see, out beyond the airstrip, gray dirt and gray people, when she
knew that it had all been a hoax. She knew that her dreams of meeting a rich
American and becoming a U.S. citizen were as far away now as they had ever
been in the Ukraine, and she doubted that she would even get to the U.S.
border, much less cross it.
Remembering helped her to forget. That clear day in the park when
Franck, her boyfriend in the Ukraine, came up behind her, placing a headset
on her ears, filling her head with the recordings of the gushing sounds of flapping wings and bird calls. Placing his hands over Yelena's eyes, he wanted her
to become as lost as he was in the sound of flight, but as beautiful as it was, a
bird just sounded like a bird to her, whether a pelican, a swallow, or a blackwinged pratincole, the nearly extinct Ukrainian bird. She pictured Franck
extending his arms, running into the vast, open, green hills and valleys, chasing
after the rare birds, imagining himself to be one of them, making her smile back
at him. Franck wanted the two of them to become as free as flight, flitting off
together into the world, chasing the birds over the continents of Asia, Europe,
and Africa. As she waited for her bag in the baggage claim area,Yelena reminded
herself of the stability she was searching for; looking around for it in the big,
brown, and wanting eyes surrounding her, tugging at her luggage, fighting for
it, anything for a few pithy coins. It was the moment that Yelena gave in, closing
her eyes, reminding herself that a bird is just a bird, when a group of the grovelers made their way out of the smudged glass doors and down the street with
her bag. The crowd seemingly pushed Yelena back into the terminal; the
screeching sounds of the mobs, vendors, whistles and car horns drowned her
screams for help. She grabbed onto a barrier, closing her eyes, waiting for it all
to subside.
The newspaper ad had promised to place foreign young ladies in distinctive
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positions throughout the United States via Sonora, Mexico, as nannies, for a
"small" processing fee. The candidates were instructed to send in a deposit of
five hundred dollars to reserve their spots, the remaining fifteen hundred dollars
would be due upon arrival in Mexico. Candidates were responsible for their
own one-way tickets to the United States. Once the deposit was mailed to a
post-office box in Sonora, Mexico, further directions would be sent along with
a few choice phrases in Spanish and English to make the transition a little
easier. An escort would be waiting for the candidates at the airport once they
arrived. It was necessary to keep this information as confidential as possible due
to immigration restrictions, tight regulations, and "foreign policies." If these
rules were not adhered to, the deposit was not refundable.
Yelena was too proud to let anyone in on her dreams, never mind telling
anyone about her plans ofleaving for the United States. One morning after an
endless night explaining all the reasons to Franck of why they shouldn't be
together she just woke up, said good-bye, got on the plane, and cashed in every
cent she ever saved for a fifteen-hundred-dollar ticket to paradise.
"Elena?" a voice asked.
"Yelena.Yelena ... voy a visitor ..." Yelena opened her eyes, looking at the
little man's speckled, yellow teeth. She barely let out the sentence, trying her
best to remember the words the nanny company had instructed her to learn,
but the little man didn't care.
"Si ... si ... puta, Russa ... ven ... come here," he said again with an 1don't-give-a-shit-' cause-I'm-poor-you-privileged-white-person look on his
face.
"Equipage? Logash?"Throwing his hands up in the air before he made his
way through the crowd into the parking lot. Yelena did her best, keeping up,
pushing, and explaining that the crowd had stolen her luggage, as they made
their way down a long line of what looked like a row of junkyard heaps, each
looking more decrepit than the last, pointing to his tiny speck of a truck at the
end of the parking lot.
Yelena didn't know much Spanish, but she knew that a nanny didn't travel
in a truck that looked like it wouldn't make it around the corner, and she knew
what a puta was, and it wasn't the Spanish word for nanny.
"Naaani!! Naaaani!!" Yelena said.
"NO NO, NO NO," the little man answered, now laughing, his false teeth
unhinging from the top of his mouth, each cackle revealing more of his gums.
"Money ... I pay ..." Yelena said into the old man's stale breath before he
pushed her down into the passenger seat, looking around, wondering if she
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could run somewhere.

"Que, que la chingada? 1 ... no money ... you ... puta," he slammed the passenger door, making his way around to the driver's seat, pushing up his false
teeth, resetting them one last time, then dragging a finger down his tongue, as
he sat down. Looking Yelena up and down, he reached over, trying to slide his
fingers in between her pant legs. Yelena pushed his hand away, looking for a
door handle, when she noticed that there were none, and she looked at the picture of Jesus and his plastic eyes staring back at her from the crocheted pinkand-yellow rosary dangling from the rearview mirror in front of her. She sat
with one hand protecting herself and the other reaching up into her blouse,
nervously buttoning her blouse, hiding the icon that she wore around her neck.
When they finally arrived on the outskirts of the border town of Mexicali,
the little man dropped Yelena off in the middle of somewhere and nowhere,
signaling for her to wait, burying her in a cloud of dust as he pulled away.
Sticking up out of the ground was an old white tree stump with a sign and an
arrow pointing north to Mexicali, and a road that went as far as the eye could
see, like a bus stop in a scene from a Roadrunner and Wile E. Coyote cartoon.
The red sun played peekaboo in and out of the clouds, painting the vast openness of the desert like a quilt made up of shadows, attempting to cool off the
midday heat. She took out a scarf from her bag, wrapping it around her face,
noticing things she had never seen before: the prickly green trees springing
from the dry earth and rolling twine bushes that blew into the horizon. Yelena
listened to the whir of the cooling wind, with nothing else to do but wait and
think about the choices she had made, wondering whether anyone had found
her note explaining what she had done. She wished she had done more on that
morning; instead she kissed everyone good-bye telling them she would see
them after work that night. She wondered if her mother knew what was going
on when she hugged her just a little longer than usual that morning before she
left for work. She could still hear the words Franck whispered into her ear on
the night before she left, saying, "I pray that you get all you have ever wanted."
Yelena looked up, watching the sky, checking for rare birds.
Then out of the corner of her eyes she saw the blurry image of two flatbed
trucks moving across the desert, looking like a glass of moving, dirty water,
making their way towards her, filling the silence with the trumpets and yodels
of mariachi music. Yelena clutched her purse tightly as the trucks came to a
stop, her finger doing its best to rub a groove deep into the icon around her

1What the fuck?
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neck. She noticed three men worming out of the back of one of the trucks,
while a huge bundle of rags, towels, blankets, and trash bags lay in the other.
And slowly, through the drifting wind and sand, Yelena saw the bundles begin
to move, divulging eyes, hands, legs, and heads of people protecting themselves
from the desert. Yelena felt someone's hands stroking her hair; turning around
she saw three men encircling her, licking their lips, rubbing their crotches, lapping like mad dogs.
"Oye ... look at dee blonde mamacita." She thought that she recognized
the light-skinned skinny man who had driven her from the airport, but this
man was young and thuggish.
"I bechoo they no have meat as beeg and brown as me in la Russe ... eh?"
the young thug said, unzipping his zipper, wagging his stump of brown flesh
against Yelena's arm. She screamed, and laughter filled the dark and dirty sky as
it started to drop sprinkles of rain, making everything steamy.
"Ay, mami, you wan mi chorizo?" an overgrown, dark, and calloused stump
of a hand pushed out from a fat, brown root of a body, grabbing, and twisting
at Yelena's nipple. She did her best to push him away, looking desperately
around, throwing up her pleas for help to a furious sky. As the wind began to
blow, she heard a high-pitched scream coming from one of the trucks in the
distance. She watched as a boy screamed loudly, with one of the men doing his
best to pull the boy away from what looked like his mother. Yelena stood with
her legs spread wide open and her arms being pulled behind her. The thin,
light-skinned Mexican and the other, older man with a perpetual smile plastered onto his face latched themselves onto her leg, pumping at her ankles with
their stiff groins, while the fat, dark-skinned Mexican behind her held a gun to
her head. The music from the truck got very loud, suddenly drowning out the
piercing cries of the boy in the truck, mouth opened, looking like a character
in a raining, silent movie, as one of the trucks with the mother in it pulled
away. Yelena's purse fell to the ground and the dark fat man stuck his fingers
into her mouth.
"Mira ... eees no used ... you wan to leev ... you ... chupa ... suck ..."
yelled the overweight coyote, letting go of her, dropping her back onto the
ground, making hurting sounds, rubbing his crotch. The thick brown man
pulled Yelena up to a kneeling position, revealing a silver eagle belt buckle that
lay hidden underneath the rolls of his beer belly.
"Money ..." Yelena pointed to the purse in desperation.
The one with the gun seemed to be the leader, and he nodded at them,
watching them as they turnedYelena's purse upside down, emptying everything
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onto the ground. The other two men fell to their knees, grubbing through her
makeup, underwear, pictures and tampons; sticking her tampons into their
noses, sniffing the crotches of her panties, licking them with their tongues,
hooting and hollering; discarding the only possessions she had left in the world
onto the desert floor. The smiley little man found a wad of money wrapped in
Kleenex and he began to stick it into his pants pocket. The big fat man put
Yelena down and aimed the barrel at Smiley's neck.
"Mira ... do yoo think I'm a baboso?2 " He cocked the gun and Smiley
pulled on his pants.
"Damelo puto."
The little guy pulled the money out of his pocket and gave it to the leader.
"jEso ... orale bueyf3" before slapping the happy Mexican on the head.
"Now you were saying?" he turned back to Yelena, who was down on her
knees with one hand held in front of her face protecting her from what was
about to come, and the other hand touching the icon around her neck.
"d Que es eso?" the big guy pointed the gun at Yelena's neck.
"Ni ... Batko." Yelena let go of her neck.
"Que ... quela chingada ... Pato, Pato," the three men mimicked her, making
duck sounds.
"Papa ... Father," she screamed, raising her hands up to the sky. She could
feel the sting of the black mascara entering her eyes and running down the
middle of her face.
"Ahhhhh ... el papa ... the Father," the man with the light complexion
said, unbuttoning his jeans.
The fat man pushed Yelena down onto her back, bending over her, pulling
her pants down, straddling her, reaching back in between her legs, rubbing her
crotch with the barrel of his gun, then bringing it up to take a whiff.
"Mmmmmmm ... que rico!"
Yelena's held her hand over her nose, trying not to smell the Tecate beer
oozing out of the man's mouth.
"You relax ... como se llama?" he asked the other men.
"Yelena," they answered.
"Yelena ... so close to Elena, my moder's name. Tonight we rest, waiting
for big trailer ... Yoo gif me Russkie pussy ... chocha ... cuca ... you are in
Mexico ... no worry ... tomorrow United States."

2Icliot
3That' right, brother!
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Yelena felt the men pulling at her limbs, stretching them for an eternity.
She pressed her body as deeply into the still warm desert sand as she could,
pressing her body into the granules of coolness freshly moistened by the rain,
doing her best not to feel the fat mouth biting into her neck, making slurping
sounds, hoping that it would all become quicksand, swallowing them all up. He
took her precious icon into his mouth, sucking on it, entering her deeper, then
deeper, and again and again. She closed her eyes hoping that the icon would
still be there when they were all done.
Yelena tried to reach up to touch her aching stomach. It felt as if the
Mexicans had scraped out her insides, feeling a constant drip, dropping bits and
pieces of her insides in between her legs onto the rusted trailer floor, wanting
to touch the icon around her neck, making sure that it was still there. Her hand
reached, hitting her knuckle on the wooden beam in front of her. She opened
her eyes again, looking down at the boy, listening to the sound of rain beating
on the trailer's roof, recalling him as the same boy crying in the truck watching
his mother pull away. But why would a mother give up her son like that? Why
would a daughter give up her family? She wanted so badly to place her hand
on his disheveled head, watching as he tried to catch a drip of the warm rainwater falling in through the roof cracks with his tongue. It had been so long
since she had laughed, and she nearly did, when the boy finally caught a drop,
only to spit it out onto his shoulder, tasting the oily residue mixed in with the
water. She reached out with all her might, doing her best to touch him, before
she gave up.
"Yelena," she whispered, when the trailer came to a sudden stop.
Then came the sounds of honking horns, squeaky brakes, screeching tires,
tamale and corn vendors yelling out the words tamales, elotes 4 , chicklet vendors
and car radios blaring cumbias 5 , mariachi, rap and country songs, creating a
migraine of noise outside the trailer walls. They had reached the border traffic.
"Que?" the boy whispered, turning his big brown eyes up to her.

"Yo ... Yelena."
A loud thump came from the cab at the front of the trailer.
"j Callense ! Ya llegamos a la Jrontera," a voice yelled, letting everyone know
that they had reached the border.
"Yo ... Yelena," she said before the trailer started up again.

4 corn on the cob
5 Form of tropical dance or island music, i.e., salsa music
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"Alberto ... Alberto," he responded, wondering what she was saying to
him. He blurted out his name.
He looked up noticing the Russian beginning to cry. He touched her jeans
with the tips of his fingers, before grabbing onto her.
"No llores," he whispered to her, hoping that she might stop crying, hoping
that she might console him.
"No llores."
They were the words he remembered his mother screaming out to him as
they drove away in her truck. Alberto looked down at the lady's white pants,
noticing her shaking legs and the red blotches of blood at her front. He could
still feel the coyotes holding him back, watching them in the distance as they
climbed on top of the naked blonde woman one by one, getting tired of
watching them that night on the flatbed truck in the desert until he fell asleep.
He remembered the first time he had seen his drunk father coming home,
jumping on top of his mother in the same way so long ago. He cried himself
to sleep that night as well, and it wasn't until a few days later when his mother
explained to him that that was how babies were made. Alberto swore that he
would never want to make babies. Never. Alberto hated his father after that,
and he could never look at his mother in the same way again. He looked up at
the woman beside him, listening to her quiet moans, letting him know that she
was hurt. He looked down at her bare feet, remembering how they dumped
her half-naked body into the back of the truck. He got as close as he could to
her, it helped him forget that his mother was gone now. All he could do was
cling to her, putting his head on her lap, crying with her, making her his
mother for a little while.
The rain had come and gone during the entire trip.Alberto had to pee, and
the longer he held the throbbing in his gut, the wetter the lady's pant leg got.
He stared at the Russian woman's bare feet again, searching for the most dry
spot around him, trying to take his mind off of the wetness he was stuck in,
trying to hold it, hold it, hold it. He was aching now for the pink-colored bread
dyed by the red hibiscus flower drink that dripped on it, that the coyotes had
offered them in the desert earlier that morning. No, I can't think of water. He
was glad that they had put the skinny Russian lady next to him, and not the
fat man who had done his best to squeeze into the other side of the trailer that
morning. Alberto knew that the fat man had made it into the trailer because
he could hear the sound of his heavy breathing, but it had stopped long ago.
He remembered the way his mother had taught him never to stare at people,
but it was hard not to look at el gordo's wet belly flopping up and down,
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squeezing in and out of the trailer door like masa for tortillas. It made him
think of Sunday school and the way his teacher always talked about a camel
going through the eye of a needle. The fat man was a camel.
"Alberto," he called out to the lady. "Alberto," but there was no answer;
maybe she was asleep.
The rain stopped and Alberto could feel the sun sneaking in through the
cracks above him, specks of light here and there, with flecks of blonde hair, drywall, brown and white flesh, and dirty flowers from the lady's shirt coming in
and out of focus, making him dizzy. No, it was better to close his eyes and
imagine that the plywood pressing against his body was a giant ice cube,
making his body wet. No, not water, he squinted his eyes tight, trying his best
to ignore the feeling of a million cactus needles stabbing at him in his right leg,
focusing instead on the deep lines of his mother's worn face, the way they
pulled back when she smiled, reminding him of dunes in the desert.
Alberto opened his eyes, looking over at the Russian lady with her eyes
still closed, noticing how soft her hair looked, inhaling deeply again, the same
way he did when he took one last whiff of his mother's hair before she pulled
away, smelling like the little flowers that she would use to make his tea at night.
Alberto wished that he could smell the Russian lady's hair at this moment. He
bent his head down, imagining the Virgin Mary hovering over the trailer with
her giant eye peeping in through the small openings at the top. He tried to
make his prayers even better and louder, hoping that the Virgin would listen to
him, forgetting all of those times he had done malas cosas, bad things, looking
under girl's dresses when they were praying, or that time when he took the
communion wafer out of his mouth to see if it would bleed like the sister at
church said it would if he didn't keep it in his mouth. It never bled. And most
of all, he felt badly for hating his father still; even when his father had died in
the car crash, he couldn't stop hating him. Las Hermanas at the church had told
him that there was no sin that would go unpunished. He wondered if the sisters had convinced his mother to send him away. Maybe the sisters had sent
away the Russian lady too.
The sharp prickling feeling in his right leg was gone now, and his whole
right side was asleep. He was grateful. Steadily the cramps in his stomach began
to leave, and he thanked the Virgin Mary for listening to just one of his prayers
on that day, in that place. A slow, warm, trickle of urine crept down his leg, into
his shoe, making its way towards the Russian lady's bare foot, and just as it
touched her little toe, she opened her eyes.
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She smiled, looking at Franck's naked body in front of her, taking a bite
out of the persimmon, watching the seeds dripping and sweating down his
strong arms and hairy chest, clinging onto his biceps. She bent over, opening
her mouth and placing it on his, extracting the juice of the fruit from his lips
and then wetting the tips of his nipples with it, whirling it around some. He
moaned, arching his back before throwing her onto a blanket of grass that
stretched out for miles behind them, grabbing the fruit from her hands and
squeezing the pulp and sweet nectar out of the persimmon onto her bosom,
down her stomach, past her legs, bleeding down to her feet.
Yelena opened her eyes, feeling the thick, warm liquid, smelling of day-old
piss, ammonia, and bile, as it sprawled out onto her foot, doing her best not to
cringe as a puddle of urine began to cover her foot. She felt sorry for the boy,
with his head bent down in shame, and she tried again, stretching out the only
digit she could, feeling the clammy wall in front of her scraping against the
back of her hand as she reached out her pinky to him, hoping that he would
see it. She began to wiggle it and she felt the wetness of his hand clinging onto
it. The boy raised his head slowly, looking up at Yelena in silence.
There was a loud pounding that came from the trailer cab and then the
trailer crept to a stop as the driver turned off the engine.Yelena held her breath,
listening to the sounds of mufiled voices outside the trailer. The silence moved
through the trailer like the warm quiet before a hurricane. Yelena noticed the
beating of her heart begin to ring in her ears, like that time when her ears were
plugged after she had gone swimming in the lake back home. The trailer
creaked open, and the deep, muffled voices of men and laughter hung in midair
forever until finally the trailer door slammed closed before she stretched her
mouth out and unplugged her ears. The engine started up, causing the trailer
to shake, swishing the puddle of piss back and forth between her two feet,
before the trailer rode off again.Yelena heard a couple of voices from the other
side of the trailer crying out, "Bendito sea Dios" 6 ; she imagined they were
thanking God.
"Senora," the boy looked up at her again.
"Senora, ya pasamos. " 7 It was the way his words jumped up at the end that
let her know that everything was OK now. Yelena wondered how the boy
could still smile after everything he had been through those two days. Still,
everything was OK now.Yelena wiggled her finger again, doing her best imper-

6Thank God.
7We've already crossed the border.
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sonation of a smile back at the boy.
It was a few more minutes before the trailer came to a complete stop once
again. Yelena heard the trailer letting out a long sigh of relief, the engine
making bubbling and blurting noises, sounding like a pot boiling over, before
it came to a complete stop. Some of the others in the trailer started to yell out
words, cheering, crying, and hoping.
"Senora, ya llegamos," Yelena heard two doors from the front of the trailer
slam shut.
Through the cheers, she heard a long, high-pitched crying sound coming
from the other side of the trailer, sounding like a siren, and then there was an
enormous thud that hit the side of the trailer.
"Callense pinche 8 wetbacks!" the voice from one of the coyotes outside
yelled.
The back door of the trailer swung open, letting in layers of dry sun, the
wetness and humidity reacting like a compressor in a tug-of-war with the fresh
air.Yelena felt as if her body was being sucked out of the trailer by the fresh air
that was let in, feeling the healing warmth of the sun.
"LArgense ... Vallense ... get out all choo pinche mojados ... choo go 9."
Yelena couldn't tell if the screams coming from the other side of the trailer
were gasps for fresh air or screams of terror.
"Que ... Que la chingada! ! Hurry it up, we don have all day."
"Esta muerto,"Yelena heard the voices say.

"Creo que esta muerto 10."
"jA la gran puta! Pues 11 , leave heem in there if he's dead, get out!!"
Yelena's mind started to race and she got light-headed, wondering what
was next. Another cluster of air squeezed its way into the back of the trailer,
scooping out the wet heat, piss, and gasoline, and replacing it with the smells
of water, wet grass, and eucalyptus. Then the cries got louder.
"iSenor, donde esta mi familia?"
"Ahhh!! Estas en los Estados Unidos!! Choo are een dee United States, what
more do joo want?"
"Pero nos iban a encontrar12 ."
"I never toll yoo where we take yoo, get out of heeer, LARGENSE!!
8shut up, fucking [wetbacks].
9 Get out of here ... fuckin' wetbacks.
101 think he's dead.
11 What the fuck, then?
12 They were supposed to meet us .
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AMERICA!!!!!!!

"LArgense, get out of here, focking wetbacks!!" The nameless people made
their way out of the trailer, climbing over each other, looking around aimlessly,
walking over to the shade of a tree, not knowing what to do next. A small lady
huddled against a post, crying.
Before Yelena stepped off the trailer, she wiggled her finger one last time,
pulling herself free from Alberto's tightened grip. He held onto her pinky until
the last moment when she squeezed out from between the partition to the
opening that was the trailer door. She raised her hand, protecting her eyes from
the sudden glaring sun, before blindly jumping off the trailer's edge. The Santa
Ana warm wind felt good for a minute as she reached for the sky, stretching
her bones out after the last day and a half, starting to heal. She could feel the
wet flecks of ocean that lay off somewhere in the distance floating onto her
arms, smelling the mixture of seawater, sand, and wind that came off it.
"Geeet out of way, puta!!" the plump Mexican said and pushed Yelena to
the side.
She looked over at the screaming, petite woman struggling to get back into
the trailer.
"Dejenme entrar13 !" the woman cried. Two of the coyotes held her back.
Yelena heard piercing screams still coming out of the trailer. She looked inside,
watching one of the coyotes beginning to break down the false plywood wall
that had once propped all of them up on their trip across the border. A giant
thud and loud whoop shook the trailer, as they watched the fat man, who had
tried to squeeze his way onto the trailer in the desert, hit the trailer floor. He
had suffocated to death, and someone was stuck behind him, screaming at the
top of her lungs to get out.
"Faster ... apurense 14 ... get her out!! ... that pinche cabrona 15 is going to
geet us caught!" the fat dark jefe cried out.
"Mi Panchito ... mi Panchito 16 ..." the wife cried out. Two of the coyotes
pulled her back. The woman's cries became mufiled as the two men removed
a cloth from her mouth, watching her drop to the floor, and throwing her on
top of her dead husband still in the trailer. Yelena noticed another small woman
in her underwear and bra walking aimlessly. And from the corner of her eyes,

13 Let me in.
14 Hurry it up.
15 Fuckin' jackass.

16My little Pancho.
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Yelena saw the small boy, Alberto, run behind an enormous pile of garbage and
trash bins marked with the words Wal-Mart, his eyes staring back at her, his
hands waving at her to come and hide.
"Arancale 17 ff" el jefe yelled, slamming the trailer door on panchito, his wife
and all.
As the trailer drove away, a gray van skidded around the corner, blinking
its headlights at them. Yelena knew what was next, doing her best to get away.
"Focking finally!" el jefe yelled out to himself at the sight of the van.
"Agarenla! Get her!"The big Mexican yelled out to the others to grab the
young girl in the underwear before she ran away.
"Ay no, chula, Pito 18 lonely for jooo," one of the bald coyotes blew the
words into Yelena's hair, holding her back.
The van's back door flew open, revealing brown and Asian girls clinging to
each other, their wet eyes wide open looking at Yelena. The fat jefe pushed the
tiny girl in the underwear into the grabbing hands. He pulled out a gun,
pointing to the one middle-aged man who would get away, yelling, "Largese!"
telling him to leave. He ran into the ditch.Yelena closed her eyes again, listening
to Franck whispering to her, "I pray that you get all that you ever wanted." As
she felt Franck bringing his hand up to her mouth, touching her lips, she
breathed in his scent of musk, oil, and cedar deeply, hoping to make all of this
go away, never noticing when the two coyotes brought the cloth up to her
mouth, making everything smell, taste, and look better. Looking over at
Alberto, she saw him falling back into the trash bags, looking deeply into her,
blaming her for not staying with him, and she breathed in deeper, feeling
woozy, dizzy, feeling herself fall backwards into her own dark hole. The hands
and feet coming out of the van clawed and grabbed at her. Yelena felt herself
collapsing on top of knees, elbows, hands, and heads, being pushed into a dark
hole deeper, faster, reaching out, trying to grab onto a branch growing out of
the fat jefe's belly, before she reached the bottom and the back of the van. There
on the branch surrounding the fat man's hairy belly button she saw a red
blotch, and she knew that it was a persimmon, reaching, falling, reaching,
falling, watching as it got smaller and smaller until everything became darkness,
and they sped away.

17 Get her.
18No, beautiful baby, my dick is ...

William Gregory
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Candy Girl
Katie Carboy

FS. FS. THAT COMBINATION PLAGUED MY EVERY WAKING AND DREAMING
moment; floating, vibrating, purple, blue, green, puffy, flat, smiling, gnarling.
Geometry trying to solve for 5, graphing y=S and x=S until the bell rang and
I had English with Fophelia, Fhamlet, and Fon Fhe Foad Fith Fack Ferouac.
Once homeroom was over, I would race to slap down a dollar in the cafeteria
for four gooey, not-totally-cooked chocolate-chip cookies to sustain me
through archery or floor hockey. Every night before closing my eyes to numerical and alphabetical taunting dreams, I would count out enough change for
four bars of chocolatey decadence to be consumed throughout the school day.
The Daughters of Charity who ran the all-girls Catholic high school said
it was shaped like the dove of peace; the students called it the beast of burden.
The classrooms were in the north wing, the theater, gym, and cafeteria in the
south wing. The wings were connected by a long glass corridor with a small
chapel and the offices in the middle. My free period was right after gym and
before lunch. As soon as everyone had changed back into their green plaid
skirts and stiff white-collared shirts and gone to the north wing to their next
class or to spend their free period sleeping in one of the retreat rooms on the
musty couches, I would hurry over to the eight-by-five room between the
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cafeteria and theater.
There were two doors into the room. I would close the one off the cafeteria and leave the one off the south parking-lot hall open in case one of the
nuns walked by, because they'd notice a closed door. Closed doors always meant
no good was happening behind them, and an immediate inquiry into the
hooligan perpetrating this act of no good would be made. The pop machines
on either side of the candy machine would pulsate a crimson glow through the
room, washing over me until my whole body hummed as I reverently
approached the clear, scratched-glass captor of the object of my dreams. The
red stenciling on brown shiny wrapper would call to me, entrancing me. I
would feel for the coin slot with my fingertips and let the clunk of each dime,
nickel, or quarter shudder up my spine to the still, damp hairs at the back of
my neck. Once the forty-five cents to retrieve the sweet nectar from the steely
spiral grasp of its entrapment was deposited, I would strain to listen for anyone
coming down the hallway, my legs riveted in front of the machine, unable to
move to peek out the door. If I heard any other sound besides the roar of my
heartbeat, I would press E3 and grab the bag of fat-free pretzels. If all was clear,
I would glide my fingers, almost caressingly over the F before applying pressure, the quick sharp beep of the selection echoing into the deepest parts of my
soul. I held the 5 until the machine's motor grumbled to life and it dropped
my SKOR bar.
I repeated the process three more times so I had a candy bar for lunch,
sixth, seventh, and eighth periods. My teachers thought I had some kind of urinary disease that required me to pee often. Little did they know I was addicted
to the sweet, hard toffee center drenched in milk-chocolate coating that ...
pulled me into the solitude of porcelain and burnt yellow walls with their
crude limericks and drawings. There I consumed my drug of choice. Since I
wasn't exactly anywhere near thin, they probably knew what I was up to, but
once my fingers glazed over the slick bar in my skirt pocket on the way to the
bathroom, I didn't care. I'd had my first SKOR bar when I was eight at
Halloween and hadn't been the same since. I couldn't let anyone know, not
even my best friend. No one would understand what it was like to be so
embarrassed to change in front of anyone in gym because my bulges jiggled
even when I was standing still, and that no matter how much I tried, I couldn't
stop my fingers from reaching out for FS. It was a cycle I didn't know how to
break. Food was a comfort from the taunts and the stares and the whispers and
the eyes that only saw as far as the bulges in my sweater and pants, but food
was what caused those bulges to jiggle and grow.
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SKOR bars were my ultimate comfort, so when one day the metal spirals
didn't want to let the last bar out of its cruel grasp, I started to hyperventilate,
the lack of breath sending my head down toward my knees, as far as my
stomach would allow it to go, that is. When I finally sucked enough air into my
lungs to clear my head, I stood up, saw the dangling bar, and rammed my
shoulder into the machine. It rocked back and forth with shrill protest, so loud
I didn't hear Sister Joseph flutter past on her way to the south parking lot. The
bar flew against the glass and dropped to the bottom. I snatched it, noticing tiny
blue lettering across the bottom corner, as the roar from exertion and panic dissipated in my head. That's when I heard the flapping roar coming down the
hall, like sails caught in a gale. A baby blue habit appeared through the doorway
first, then her black orthopedics chugging under the hem. I tried to stand up,
smooth out my skirt, slow my breathing to a plausible, "I wasn't doing anything, Sister" rate. A clunky, blond, wood cross as long as my arm bounced
against her chest as she abruptly stopped and turned her head toward me. I
tried to avert my eyes from her line of vision, but it encompassed 360 degrees.
There was no escaping the pursed lizard lips and popped stare from behind her
thick lenses. I could feel the black eyes burning through me even though she
was ten feet away.
"Frances Peters, you're huffing and puffing like you just lost a race with the
devil. I suggest you spend the rest of your free period in the chapel, praying for
your soul." Sister Joe's voice grated over my eardrums like a fork against a plate.
"But I didn't do anything, Sister," managed to escape from my lips before
I could stop myself. Sister Joe was not someone to talk back to. Rumor was
that she still believed in corporal punishment and that she didn't wear the cross
as just a sign of her dedication to God.
She turned completely toward me so I could see Jeannie Larson, my
biggest bully, sticking out of one side of Sister Joe's habit, probably caught
smoking in the mostly unused south parking lot. Jeannie mouthed to me, "Fat
Fannie Frannie." Blue veins in Sister Joe's ghostly white fingers popped to the
surface as she tightened her grip over Jeannie's nonregulation black Megadeth
T-shirt. "You were trying to get something for nothing. I heard you trying to
break into that machine," she nodded her head to the candy machine behind
me. "You will go to the chapel and say as many rosaries as you can before lunch
and thank the Lord that I'm not reporting your attempted vandalism to the
police."

"Yes, Sister," I called, as she continued dragging Jeannie down the hall. I
stepped into the bright light of the hallway and shuffled down the corridor to
the chapel.
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I plopped on the cold wooden bench behind the organ, opposite the
entrance so Sister Joe wouldn't see that instead of praying for my soul I was
sucking chocolate off a candy-wrapper. I ran my thumb over the enchanting
brown flecks sticking to the pearl-white insides of the wrapper and held it in
my mouth, savoring the last morsels. My thumb was about to swoop over the
last smear when I noticed some faint red letters stamped into the glossy white:
WINNER. Turning over the wrapper, my head starting to hum again since my
muscles were too stunned to remember to breathe. I'd forgotten about that red
banner in the corner. When I flipped over the wrapper to the other side, tiny
blue letters in the corner announced, "Win $100,000." I flipped it back over,
not even caring that the blue letters tainted the outside of my beautifully preserved sheath. I was trying to keep them in good condition to wallpaper my
room when I finally won the battle of will power.
There were more small, print-faded red words underneath WINNER. I
ducked my head between my knees, banging it on the edge of the organ, trying
to catch a breath. Holy shit, I won a hundred grand. Oh, my god, oh, my god,
kept going through my head as visions of shiny, brand-new cars popped behind
my tightly squeezed eyes,just in time for my sixteenth birthday in only a month.
I raised my head at a squeak echoing near, sending the hunter green Jeep back
to the dealers. I tucked the wrapper under my thigh and flashed the best ''I'm
innocent" -eye flutter, tooth-grin combination I could muster when all I wanted
to do was drop down to the stone floor and finish my other SKOR bars.
Sister Joe looked down at me over the side of the organ, her lips stretched
so tight they sucked into her mouth. Sister Joe had sucked her lips and her
cheeks into her mouth so often she was a puckered, bitter shell of a nun with
nothing left to do in life but torture innocent teenagers who just wanted to
survive till graduation. She tapped her gnarled finger on the top of the organ.
"As punishment, you will play for us all at the next school mass, a song of Mrs.
Julius's choosing. If you falter over any note, you will be saying rosaries in this
chapel every day until the end of the school year, on your knees."
Shit, that wasn't for another six months, and this floor was cold as hell.
"You will learn to respect other people's property. If I catch you again, I
will call your parents and the police."
"Yes, Sister." I hung my head to look as remorseful as I could so she'd leave
and find some other guiltless sinner to punish. A tear dripped off my nose onto
the bench next to me. Boy, was I good.
"I'm trying to strengthen your character, young lady. I don't enjoy punishing you, it's for your own good, to teach you to respect the Lord and your-
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self." Sister Joe scooted around the organ; I leaned away from her hand coming
at my shoulder, which no good could come out of. What if she picked me up
and the wrapper flew out? Christ, I'd be screwed. Oops, sorry, god. I flinched
away from her touch. She laid her hand on my shoulder and awkwardly patted
it. I don't think that hand was meant to do anything else but grip and drag. I
wiped away a few more tears that'd leaked out. "Now, why don't you run off
to the music room and see if Mrs. Julius can start practicing with you." She
pulled her hand away like it had been seared by my heathen flesh. She floated
over to the entrance and turned back, her eyes sneering over me. "Gluttony is
a sin, too, my dear," she said before she pivoted and swept out of the room, rubbing the palm that had touched me.
I felt glued to the seat, my body was so heavy with shock. My cheeks trembled as tears streamed down, dripping into my open collar. I wanted to scream,
"I don't want to be this way, either, but I can't stop." As my head shook, trying
to shake loose her words clinging in my head before they could become a
memory, WINNER popped in. Already I could hear the buzz of voices traveling through the belly of the beast outside the chapel on their way to the cafeteria. When I reached under my leg for the wrapper and the three other
SKOR bars I'd shoved under in case she went through my bag for some nun
reason, the packages were squishy. They were completely melted and ruined. I
liked to scrape my teeth down the chocolate until the gritty toffee center was
revealed. I couldn't do that if the chocolate was melted. I tossed them into a
short trashcan between the organ and one of the floor-to-ceiling windows
looking out onto the soccer field. "Stupid, uptight, virgin nun. A good shtupping might pop those lips back onto her face," I screeched through clenched
teeth. There were so many emotions roiling through me that I just needed a
SKOR bar to get me through. My head started to throb again as I ran a finger
over the red letters. I tucked it into the empty billfold of my wallet, too upset
to think about money.
"I have to show you something."
"What?" Lucy popped her gum out the open window.
I dropped my hand protectively over my purse and peered around me.
Jeannie was standing on the long, raised-back seat blowing smoke out an open
hatch in the roof of the bus. She was surrounded by Jeannie clones. They all
had bleached blonde, or streaked blue, or swirling red hair twisted up and down
and around their heads with little clips and rubber bands. Most of them had a
cigarette, in varying stages of lit and smoked between their fingers and one
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unlit smoke tucked behind their ears. Since the beginning of freshman year,
Jeannie and her crew had claimed the back of the bus as their own. What
upperclassmen still rode the bus were sprawled in the remaining back seats.
Freshmen were relegated to the front. The rest of us scattered throughout the
middle, as far away from Jeannie and her flying cigarettes as we could get.
Lucy followed my gaze, turning defiantly in her seat, "Frannie, why do you
care so much what they think of you? Just ignore them and they'll leave you
alone." She looked at me when I faced her, my chin trembling again.
"You wouldn't understand what it feels like," I whispered, playing with the
strap of my bag.
Lucy was tugging my hand trying to see what I had in my bag. I dug my
fingers into the soft fake brown leather. "Jesus, Frannie. If you don't want me
to know what you got, then don't bring it up." She turned back to the window,
a hiss of air stretching her pink gum.
I still wasn't sure if I wanted to tell her the whole thing. Lucy had been my
best friend since we were five and I sat on George Lewis for making fun of the
bangs she'd cut herself. I loved her like a sister, and we even went on each
other's family vacations together. But Lucy had been skinny all her life. When
she hit puberty she filled out curves in all the right spots, whereas I filled out
everywhere and just kept filling out and filling up until all my curves popped
out into one big pubescent ball. She was pretty in a classical way, at least that's
what my mom always said. She had a long, thin nose, a sharp chin, and wide
eyes the same color as our swimming pool when we kept it clean. I was just
round, round, and squinty-eyed from being so round.
My mom always claimed to people who stared at me that I had a glandular
problem. Lucy never bought it, since she knew about my stash of chips and
chocolate in the closet, under the bed, in my drawers, in the gutter outside my
bedroom window, and buried under the oak tree near the fence in the backyard. But the SKOR was a secret that I couldn't share even with her. It was one
secret I didn't think I could part with. It was the one thing getting me through
the day. I could barely walk down the hallways without wanting to jump into
a locker, although I'd most likely get stuck and then everyone would really be
pointing and laughing at me. If it was out in the open, I didn't think it would
work anymore; it would dull the excitement every time the ripple of chocolate glided over my tongue.
By the time I decided just to go ahead and tell her, my hand had left a ring
of sweat on the front flap of my purse and Lucy's stop was corning up. "Listen,
call me after dinner tonight," I whispered when she grunted over me to get off
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the bus.
Without Lucy on the bus with me, I bit the side around my thumbnail
bed, a nervous habit that's whittled most of my fingers down to stumps. "Dick
fingers" Lucy calls them because they look like, well, you know. I smelled the
smoky stench of Jeannie before I saw the white-blond medusa twists hovering
above me.
"Hey, Fat Fannie," her thick black eyeliner smeared around her eyes, her
cracked lips crinkled back over her teeth. She leaned against the seat across the
aisle, her short skirt riding up her thighs even farther, smiley-face boxers
peeking under the hem. I turned away, trying to keep my expression blank,
ignoring her like Lucy said, but I really wanted to vomit. "Hey guys, look,
Frannie will eat anything, even herself."
I pulled my thumb out of my mouth, sticking it into my bag. My skin
burned from the laughter behind me. A dull thumping rose in my head from
straining to keep the tears from pouring out. I had to get off the bus, but
Jeannie was blocking my way. I grabbed my bags and counted to three in my
head. I jumped up, shoved her back, and ran down the aisle just as the doors
opened. "Fat bitch," she screamed after me. Laughter spilled from the open
windows as the bus pulled away.
After dinner I hurried up to my room. My mom called after me, hanging
onto the banister at the bottom of the stairs, "Dear, are you feeling OK?"
I turned at the top stair, "Yeah, why?"
"You hardly touched your dinner." My mother was kneading the polished
dark knob. She was tall and lean, with a pinched face that always looked
strained in deep thought like my older sister June who was in her second year
at Harvard. I got my build and name from my mother's father, Grandpa Frank.
"I had a big lunch." I turned away from her accusing look. "I swear mom,
I didn't stop at Joe's for hot dogs on my way home." I closed my bedroom door
before my mother could grill me about what exactly I had for lunch, which
was nothing, since I was practicing the hymn and all my chocolate bars were
sitting lonely at the bottom of the garbage can for the cleaning crew to find.
I needed to tell Lucy about the hundred grand, especially after the whole
Jeannie thing earlier. There was no way I could claim this prize anonymously.
I needed her help.
"Yep," Lucy grunted from the other end of the line.
I stepped over the piles of clothes barricading my closet. "Can you talk?"
"Yep." Having a conversation with Lucy was like talking to a rock since
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she'd gotten a television in her room for Christmas the year before. Lucy was
not the best multitasker. I could see her sitting cross-legged in the middle of
her bed, eyes glazed over at the red television set on a black stand next to her
bulging closet, all her Grateful Dead neon posters plastered over her on the
ceiling.
"Turn off the TV, Luce." A laugh track tinkled in the background.
"It's off."
She knew I know her more than she knows herself. "Off, not on mute."
It took her a minute to respond, and a low snicker came through the
phone. "It is off."
"Lucy," I demanded, pulling a brown shoebox from the top shelf of my
closet. I jumped back over to my bed. The springs groaned when I sat back and
pulled my legs under me.
"All right, what's so important?" she sighed.
"OK, fourth period I was in the vending-machine room when Sister Joe
stopped me. She'd caught Jeannie outside smoking again and thought I was
causing some hullabaloo."
"Hullabaloo?"
"Ruckus."
"Oh."
"Yeah, so ..." I was trying to work my way up to it. I plucked at a little
balls of fuzz clinging to my aqua satin comforter. Lucy's light breathing beat in
my ear as I stared at the clutter of hair spray and perfume bottles knocked over
on my long white dresser. I didn't have a mirror in my room. I rarely looked
in any mirror anymore. I knew I was fat; I didn't need a reflection reaffirming
it. I'd put collages of photographs all over the wall above the dresser.
"Frannie," Lucy whined.
"So anyways, Sister Joe sends me to the chapel because she's a loon. I was
so frazzled and grabbed my pretzels and raced to the chapel so she wouldn't
make me stay after school. My mom would have killed me. She'd think I
stopped for some all-you-can-eat buffet or something." I stared at a picture of
me and Lucy four years before at a horseback-riding camp, in swimsuits, arms
around each other's shoulders, smiling. I wasn't wearing anything over my
canary yellow bathing suit. It was before I really blew up. I was chubby, in a
cute, little-kid way. I turned away, pressing my palm into the corner of the
shoebox.
Lucy laughed, choking on the chips I could hear her crunching. She knew
exactly how anal my mom was about my weight since she'd compared me to
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Lucy every time we were together.
"When I got to the chapel, I realized I had pressed the wrong buttons and
got a candy bar instead of pretzels." I flipped the lid off the box and pulled the
pile of SKOR wrappers out, spreading them in front of me.
"Mrnmhmmm," she replied, not buying the pretzel crap.
"So I opened it anyways and ate it 'cause I was starving since I had skipped
breakfast this morning." Shit, even I was rolling my eyes at myself. "Well, inside
in big, red letters was the word WINNER. When I turned it over it said, 'Win
$100,000.' Luce, I think I just won one hundred THOU-SAND DOL-LARS."
She didn't say anything, so I thought she'd turned the television back on mute.
"You there? Did you freaking hear me?"
"Uh, yeah, holy shit!" she screamed, the dollar signs finally floating past her
eyes. I pulled the phone away from my ear until she was done.
"I don't know what to do," I said as I wiggled my fingers through the sea
of shiny, smooth wrappers.
"What the hell do you mean, you don't know what to do? Cash that puppy
in, buy me a car. I'm sixteen before you. I'll let you use it to take your driver's
test."
I slid my hand under the hem of my school skirt and raked my fingers over
my knee. "I can't. What if they want to take pictures? Put them in a magazine
or the paper? Jeannie would never let me live it down." I pushed a fist into my
chest, trying to stop the fear from reaching my throat.
"Oh," Lucy breathed heavily into the phone. "What if I said I won it and
then we could split it?"
"You're allergic to chocolate, dumb ass. That would never fly.'' I cradled the
cordless phone between my cheek and shoulder, and lowered my head into my
hands.
"Well," she drew out, "I got it. I could say that I hit the wrong buttons like
you did," she cleared her throat. Even though she couldn't see it, I twirled my
hand for her to go on, to get over that part. "And then when I saw I had a
chance to win money, I opened it. And since you gave me the change to buy
it, I'm splitting it with you."
Every muscle in my body liquefied in relief. I lay back on my flat peach
pillows. "When are we going to do this? I don't even know how to claim the
money. I don't even know if there's some other kind of contest thing we have
to enter to get it or if we just get it.''
"Meet me at lunch in the room that used to be the senior lounge. We can
eat in there and make a plan," she whispered, like we were cooking up a con-
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spiracy. "Don't forget the wrapper."
Duh. "Yeah, OK. I'll make a copy in the library and stash the original
somewhere in case something happens." I tugged with my teeth on a loose
piece of skin around my middle-fingernail bed.
"OK, gotta go." She hung up before I could say anything else. I knew she
was probably rummaging through her desk filled with makeup and hair things,
looking for a piece of paper to start a list of what she was going to buy.
I put the receiver back in its cradle on my nightstand, knocking over a glass
of flat Coke. I sat up and slid my hand all around the heaping mound of smooth
packaging, trying to figure out how this wouldn't all come crapping back on
me. I wondered if public school in Zimbabwe would be an option if anyone
found out it wasn't Lucy who won the money.
Lucy called the number on the back of the SKOR bar and told them she'd
gotten a winning wrapper or, as she put it so eloquently, "I got a winner, sucker.
Now how do I get my money?" They told us to send it with her name, telephone number, and address. Once they confirmed its authenticity, they would
send a representative to disburse the winnings.
I knew Lucy wouldn't be able to keep it a secret for long. She had to tell
her mom. If she came home with a brand-new car, her mom would flip for
sure. We knew her brother Richie would be useless in helping us buy a car,
since he was too stoned to make it to his job at 7 -Eleven most of the time, and
my sister would never come home just because I asked her to. June despised
me more for my mediocre mind than my gelatinous mound of flesh.
Since the day I found the winner, I couldn't bring myself to go near the
vending machine. I spent fourth period in front of my locker munching on
carrot sticks from a water-filled container my mom packed in my lunch along
with a dry turkey sandwich and a cinnamon granola bar. I was so worried
about someone finding out about my secret that I even threw out all of my
stashed food into the neighbor's garbage at midnight and asked Lucy to hide
my box of wrappers at her house. I had tried throwing them out but I grabbed
them off the top of the trash right before I slammed the lid-just couldn't give
them up. My dreams had stepped up to nightmares over those two weeks we
waited to hear back from the candy company. Fives and Fs flashed and twirled
at me, baring their ugly teeth, spinning into my brain until I thought they
would fly right out of my head and burn into my forehead for everyone to see.
Lucy tried dropping a SKOR bar in my lap after I'd confessed my routine over
the previous year and a half. All the saliva dried up in my mouth until I couldn't
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even choke down a carrot. There was no way I could have even smelled the
hard chocolate.
My heart almost burst out through my uniform shirt when we got the call
that they were sending someone with the check and a photographer. It was
going to be in a national paper, not just our neighborhood one. Lucy promised
me she wouldn't mention we were splitting the money.
I couldn't find anything to wear. I stood in front of a full-length mirror I'd
dragged in from June's room. My mom knocked on my door, yelling at me to
hurry up.
"Yeah, I'm almost ready," I yelled back. I had been trying on my entire
wardrobe all morning, which consisted of mostly black and baggy. Lucy's mom
decided, once she realized this was for real, that she was going to throw a little
"My daughter won a crapload of money" party. The photographer and representative were corning over that afternoon, and Mrs. Pike, Lucy's mom, wanted
all the friends and family around to fawn over Lucy as she accepted the big
check. "It makes for good press," she'd said when Lucy complained.
After I finally settled on black polyester pants and a loose black button-up
shirt, I slowly made my way down the stairs. My mom was tapping her foot in
front of the door, holding my coat out in front of her. She'd been looking at me
funny since I told her Lucy was sharing the money with me. If she'd found the
box of wrappers, she'd have known what I did and send me off to fat camp again.
"Why aren't you wearing a belt?" she asked, shoving the black wool coat at
me. I looked down: baggy and black, nothing unusual. "Why would I wear a
belt?" I tugged my pants up after I slid the coat on. She shook her head at me,
not waiting for me to lock the door before I headed down the street to Lucy's.
Lucy's squat three-bedroom ranch house was packed full of family, friends,
and curious neighbors who'd seen the stream of people going inside and
thought there was a party going on. One thing I couldn't stand about our
neighborhood was that everybody had to know what was going on in everybody else's house whether they were invited or not. The way people were
excitedly talking in groups around the dining room where Mrs. Pike had outdone herself with a catered feast-you'd think they were getting a cut of the
winnings. I shoved my coat in the stuffed closet and watched my mom
maneuver her way into the dining room. She stopped at a sideboard holding
bottles of wine wrapped in ribbon and chocolates already opened and half
consumed. I could hear her say too loudly, "Yes, my daughter is splitting the
money with Lucy," even though no one had asked her.
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When I peeked my head into the living room trying to find Lucy among
the mass of sweating people-Mrs. Pike liked to keep her house at a steady seventy-five degrees, and a hundred people crammed into her twenty-capacity
house wouldn't change that-a photographer was setting up a camera on a
tripod aimed at the couch. He had another short-lensed camera strapped
around his neck. Joey Manning and Peter Crimmons, some guys we knew
from grammar school, were posing on the couch, ignoring the man's commands to "Get out of my shot, you punks."
Someone tapped me on the shoulder, and I shoved myself into a wall to
hide. Lucy laughed in my ear, "You bitch, you scared the crap outta me."
"Can you believe all these people? Damn nosy bastards." She stared at a
group of short old ladies, their purses dangling from the crooks of their arms,
hovering and chattering over a platter of deli slices.
"Lucy," I pulled her closer to me, "are you sure this is going to be OK?"
Sweat was streaming through my short dark hair. Damn natural insulation.
Before she could reassure me, some guy popped his head around the
corner. "Lucy, good, I didn't have to go hunting you down through this mess.
I need you and your mother to sign some forms before we can get started."
I let my breath out, thinking I had enough time to hide in her bedroom,
maybe sift my hand through my shoebox to ease my thundering heartbeat.
Mrs. Pike came sweeping through the crowd and asked what was going on in
a June Cleaver voice I'd never heard her use.
She grabbed my arm before I could get away and pulled me in with them.
"Come on, Frannie, your money bought the winner, you should be present for this."
The guy turned around, his dark brown wavy toupee tilting to the left over
a patch of straight gray hairs. "What's this?"
I looked at Lucy to get her to shut her mother up, my eyes about to pop
out of my head and roll over their tan carpet, from the strain of conveying the
urgency of the shit about to hit the fan.
"Lucy's best girlfriend Frances Peters gave her the change, so the girls are
going to split the money. Isn't that just precious?" Mrs. Pike smiled sweetly at
me, then at the man.
"Moooom," Lucy whined, "you weren't supposed to say anything. Frannie
doesn't want her picture taken."
"Nonsense, I think it would make a wonderful story. Sell more papers, as
they say." She guided us both over to the overstuffed gray couch and pulled us
down on either side of her. I leaned back and glared at Lucy behind her
mother's straight posture.
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The man sat in a wingback chair across the long dark coffee table and
pushed a bunch of papers across to Mrs. Pike. Both she and Lucy signed on all
the dotted lines and initialed in all the appropriate boxes. When they were
done, he settled into the chair and examined the signatures to make sure they
were all dotted and crossed before sliding them into a hard briefcase on the
floor next to him. He looked me over, my hands following his gaze and trying
to hide the parts he was eyeing.
Clearing his throat, he turned his attention to Lucy and asked, "So, Lucy,
tell me what you love about SKOR bars?" The photographer kneeled next to
him, focusing in on Lucy.
She looked over at me and said, "Uh, well, you see ..." She blew the bangs
she'd just cut herself-a much better job than when we were five-off her
forehead. "It was an accident." She folded her hands on the lap of her long,
slim, black skirt, trying to hide her bouncing legs, but I could see them shaking
because mine were doing the same.
The candy man raised his eyebrows just as Richie stumbled through the
crowd, my shoebox open in his arms, brown wrappers floating to the ground
behind him. "Ma, check this out. Lucy's been parking herself on these things."
He held up a handful of wrappers, then slapped his knee, rumbling with stoned
laughter.
I pushed back mumbling, "Shit. Fuck. Crap. Fuck. Shit." Lucy met me behind
her mother's back. Mrs. Pike was hissing at Richie to get out of the room.
Lucy stammered, "He probably thought there was weed in it. I had it under
my bed."
I pushed off the back of the couch to jump up. Mrs. Pike grabbed my arm
and pulled me back down just as I caught my mom's horrified glare from the
corner of the room. She'd recognized the Sherman's Shoes box that my Easter
shoes had been delivered in; they specialized in wide-width shoes. She sat stiffer
on the folding chair, her hands wringing in her lap. I could see her lips moving,
saying quietly to the person next to her, "My daughter has a glandular
problem."
''I'm sorry, Frannie," Lucy whispered.
Mrs. Pike looked frantically from Lucy to me to Richie, who was still
holding the open box and coughing with laughter. My head started to hum,
the hum growing into a screeching yell when Mrs. Pike cried, her thin coral
lips hanging open, "What in hell's bells is going on here?"
I frantically searched for a clear exit, but the room was packed as people
strained over each other to see what all the fuss was about. My mom slowly
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rose on shaky legs, bracing herself against the back of the chair next to her.
Richie was trying to say something, but it came out like an asthmatic
stutter, he was laughing so hard. "Hey, mister," he said, and pointed at the candy
man who was also looking from Lucy to me in confusion, "can you score me
some free SKOR?"
"Frances Helena Peters," my mother's voice rose above all the clatter, "what
have you done?"
The heat from all the stares, from the eyes boring into me, seeing all the
lumps and dimples under my clothes, catapulted me from the couch. I barreled
through the crowd to the back door, running the seven blocks back to my
house once I hit the outside. I ran until my lungs burned and my knees wobbled in exertion. I locked myself in my room, threw the phone out the
window, and burrowed into my closet.
When my mom finally had enough of my silence and called a locksmith
to take the bedroom door down, my tear ducts were burning from dryness. I
had been crying for two days so hard that I popped blood vessels in my temples. I blinked at the late-afternoon light streaming through the window when
she pulled the closet door open, hugging my knees tighter to my chest, not
caring that a winter boot had been poking me in the back for more than fortyeight hours.
She tried to get me out of the closet. She tried using a low coaxing voice
that I tuned out and then tugged at me, but I held fast. I turned away from her
heaving angry form, burying my face between my crossed arms. She finally left,
and Lucy took her place on the edge of my bed.
"Go away," I croaked, licking my dry lips. I knew I couldn't pull the silent
treatment on Lucy. She'd been able to outlast me the last time I tried, sitting
patiently for six hours while I'd pouted because she'd lost my favorite Barbie.
"No," Lucy stated and leaned forward, "you're acting like an ass, Frannie.
No one cared that you were the one who really won. In fact, they were pretty
damn excited for you. They want to know when you're having a party they can
crash."
I tried to muffle my laugh, but she'd heard it, taking it as a sign that I
wanted her to stay. She knew me pretty damn well. She continued, "Actually,
they were all laughing at Richie. He actually followed the guy out to his car
and demanded he open the trunk because he wanted SKOR bars. He'd had
the munchies so bad he ate all the candy that the neighbors had brought. Ten
pounds. He threw up on the candy-guy's shoes as he was getting in his car."
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I pulled my head up, our eyes met, and we both cracked up.
Lucy flopped back onto my bed, holding her quivering stomach. "My
brother is such a fuck-up. My mom was freaking, trying to herd everyone who
had come outside to see back into the house. She was jumping all over the
place saying, 'Nothing to see here, folks.' I thought she was going to grab the
photographer's camera when he started snapping shots."
We both lost it. I rolled out of the closet, crossing my legs to keep two days'
worth of pee from being shaken out. Lucy rolled off the bed. Once we'd slowed
down, wheezing from trying to catch a breath, she looked me right in the eyes,
inches away from my face, and said, "You have to get over yourself, Frannie.You
are a great person, a great friend, and if people can't see that then fuck them.
Hell, if you can't see it, then fuck you, too." When I blushed and hid my face
in my hands, she added, "Plus, who the hell do you think you are that
everyone's always looking at you?You selfish bitch."We lost it again, and before
I knew it, she was pulling me up and leading me to the bathroom, shoving me
inside, and throwing my robe in after me. "Don't come out until you don't
smell like ass anymore."
"That may take awhile," I called back, my voice shaky from dehydration. I
peeled my clothes off, tossing them behind the door. I stood under the hot,
pelting water for half an hour. I wiped down the medicine-cabinet mirror
afterwards with the edge of my towel. The skin around my eyes was burnt red
from crying; my nose was rubbed raw. I have my dad's nose, short and slightly
flared at the bottom, but not so much that it draws attention. My mom gave
me her wide lips, but I have my own smile. While my mom pulls her lips in, I
show all my teeth since I don't like to do anything half-assed, smiling, eating,
or pouting. But just below the flash of straight white teeth is a double chin
reminding me why I run in the first place. I angrily poked a finger at the
hanging flesh. My face twisted at my reflection and I screamed at myself, "Fat
Fannie Frannie!"
"Are you OK?" Lucy pounded on the door.
I could hear my mom murmuring to her. They were both sitting outside
the bathroom door to make sure I didn't lock myself in. At least it would have
been a more convenient room to hide out in, plenty of water and a place to
release it. When she pounded more insistently, I shouted, "I'm fine. I'll be out
in a minute.''
I faced myself again. Something looked different, but I couldn't figure it
out. I squeezed the flesh under my lips together and turned my chin side-toside. Something ... was ... wait, no way. I pulled the scale out of the corner

280

Hair Trigger 27

by the toilet with my foot. It scraped against the tile, the numbers wobbling
back and forth. When I stepped on and looked down, pressing the towel onto
my stomach to see the tally, I had to look again. I had just been weighed at my
doctor's office at an annual checkup the month before. I'd lost fifteen pounds
since then without even realizing it. I guess I didn't notice because there'd been
so much to lose. I felt a shiver run under the towel, over my bare legs and arms
until they were prickling with goose bumps.
I kicked the scale back into the corner and faced myself again. "I guess
you're OK. A lot of room to improve, but still pretty OK," I thought. I realized
at that moment that it had been three weeks since I'd had any chocolate, or any
sweets. I'd been too afraid of getting caught and people putting the pieces
together, and having to explain that part of me that was most comforting yet I
was most ashamed of and loathed. If I could go three weeks, maybe I could go
longer.
I tilted my chin up in the mirror, my hair clinging limply to my jaw.At the
right angle, the skin magically pulled away to the hairline, giving the illusion
that I had only one chin. Maybe if I posed like that, having my picture taken
wouldn't be so bad. But I had a more pressing matter: I had to decide what
kind of car I was going to buy myself.
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Jimmy T
Robert Biedrzycki

JIMMY

T LIKED TO DO SPEED. HE SNORTED IT. NOT ALL THE TIME. NOT EVEN

once a week. But when he did it, he did a lot. He went downstairs to see Owen
Bird. Fuckin junkie mother-fucker. Didn/t like im, never did. But he always
had speed. Good speed. And not too expensive. First time he realized Owen
also lived on the third floor of his three flat in the Bronx was when he bumped
into him in the elevator. Owen called it a lift. Stupid fuckin Brit. Owen was
dusted that day.Jimmy could tell.That/s why Jimmy said yes to a beer, wanting
something more. He wound up with a gram. Good shit. Had him up for three
days . Listening to hard jungle beats. Drinking forty ounces of Colt 45. Gotta
be careful with jungle techno and speed binges. Sometimes the hard dark
thumping beats can be too intense. Set you off. Owen told him to come by
after work, round five o/clock.Jimmy came at four thirty. Owen/s place was a
shit pot. Always smelled like baked beans and mothballs. Dirty fuckin Brits. He
liked to sit in his recliner and watch soccer. Football he called it. Don/ t matter
to me what it/s called,just give me my fuckin speed. Sit down, watch the telly.
Can/ t, got things to do.What things can/t wait ya watch a lil football. Owen/s
bitch Melinda sat on the sofa under a large blanket with a union jack pattern
sewn into it.You/re so proud of it, go back. She didn/t talk. She looked like a
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mouse. Didn/t talk because she was a mute. Looked like a mouse because her
ears stuck out. Jimmy/ d heard a rumor Owen cut her tongue out. Got paranoid. Thought she was on the phone with the cops. Sliced it right out with a
box cutter. She opened her eyes wide and nodded her head to greet Jimmy T.
He sat in a second recliner next to Owen. Flies buzzed everywhere. Owen was
cookin up. Had a spoonful of speed over a high school science lab Bunsen
burner. He probably cooked beans over the same damn burner, right in the
can. Couldn/ t imagine these dirty Brits have paid their gas bill lately. Owen
looked at Jimmy. Ya like this, shootin? I don/t like needles. Only way to go
mate. No thanks. On the house. I/ d rather snort. Snort later, shoot now. Owen
handed Jimmy a needle still wrapped. It/s clean, Melinda used to be on
methadone, they gave us a whole box. Jimmy let Owen run the show. Owen
worked him in the left arm and Jimmy T sprang up off the recliner. Speed
burns in your arm, your veins, when it gets shot. Goes right to your heart. Like
running on high octane. Go, go, go. Jimmy bent his arm back and forth and
rubbed the spot of injection. Dropped a clean hundred next to Owen/s burner,
scooped up his two grams and split. He got back to his small studio apartment
and started to snort. He dumped out the bag on a Miles Davis CD case and
started to make small yellow hair-like lines of speed. Day was stepped on by
night and then morning fought back and this went on. Who knew for how
long. The lines got longer, thicker. All that mattered was Jimmy had drugs and
the drugs were potent. He paced his one room apartment again and again.
Stupid fuckin Brit, musta gave me the uncut shit. It had been four days and the
pile still wasn/t completely gone. A carton and a half of Camels, nearly twenty
quarts of beer, six Twinkies and two nosebleeds, no big thing. What time is it,
damn, I need more liquor. Wonder what/ s goin on tonight. Thought somebody
mentioned something about a party. Then a knock at the door. Who/s there?
Nobody. Damn, who/s fuckin with my door? The phone rings.Nobody/son
it. Better drink this last forty. Jimmy wanted to go to a party. He needed to get
out of the apartment. He looked like shit. Hadn/ t shaved in a week. No shower
in three days. He wanted to call his friend Jackie. She was his girlfriend sometimes. But she was young, only sixteen. She had a crazy Colombian father.
Crazy Colombian mother, too, for what it/ s worth. I guess the combo acted
like double negatives and made Jackie cool. Jimmy had met her at a rave. She
had snuck out. She used to skip school and Jimmy would write her notes.
Illegal as shit, Jimmy being twenty-one and all. Statutory rape. New York penitentiaries aren/t fun. He didn/t care, she was young and tight. He couldn/t call
her because of her papa. He found her on the computer. S/up baby? Nuthin.

Robert Biedrzycki

283

Anything crackin tonight? Party here in Queens. Donchu have school
tomorrow? Nope, Martin Luther King day. What time you want me to meet
ya at the corner? Papa will be in bed by eleven. See you then. Peace. Jimmy
signed off the computer and did a line. They were starting to burn his septum
more and more. It was raw from the high grade of speed. He heard Owen
yelling from outside his door. Let me in you lil cunt, 1/m gonna slit your
fucking throat. He turned down the lights and crept to the peek hole. He
looked out. Nothing. He laid on his bed and started to smoke cigarettes. One
after another. He felt the blood spilling from his heart, pumping through his
veins, slamming into the ends of his fingers. Staring at the wall in the dark, it
began to divide itself into pictures. Small white cracks appeared and stickmen
began to fuck stick women. He could blow smoke on them to wash them away,
but they would come right back. Missionary, from behind, cowboy, oral. He
was horny, and these stick fuckers could really bang. He reached out to touch
the wall and they were gone. Jimmy lit a candle. No good. Too many shadows.
Don/ t want the shadow people around. Time to go to the party. Two train
transfers to Queens from the Bronx. One in Midtown, Times Square, to the 7
train. A man painted silver on the other side of the subway platform proclaimed
to Muhammad.A homeless woman sat on a bench with her legs spread.Jimmy
wore his $2 sunglasses to hide his eyes. They were pink and shaped like stars.
He had wore them to alotta rave parties and was often recognized by them
alone. His bright expressive blue eyes didn/t matter, especially when they were
vibrating furiously, like some kinda cracked out Cookie Monster. The train
enters the station and charges toward him. Jimmy feels the homeless man
approach him from behind, the train is charging, the homeless man places his
palms onJimmy/s back, he is helpless, his brain can/t make his body move, the
train closes in, its horn screaming, the homeless man pushes. Sir, are you going
to get on the train? Oh yeah, sure, musta spaced out.Jimmy smiled and got on
the train. He got to Queens a half hour late and Jackie wasn/t even pissed,just
happy to see him, happy to be outta the death grip of her papa. They walked
through a park on the way to the party and kissed against a tree while eyes
watched from shadows and vagrants played on merry go rounds, teeter-totters,
and swings. What are all these people doing here? Why are they watching us?
What are you talking about Jimmy, what people? Fuck, lets go.Jackie had never
done drugs, never touched them. I guess her papa/ s belt had been good for
something. She couldn/t even tell Jimmy was high, four days high. Or maybe
she just didn/t want to. Her hair was short and dark and her skin was light.
Jimmy knew this made her very popular when she visited the relatives back in
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South America. Damn, she looks like a W cartoon character almost, a Power
Puff Girl. You look so powerpuffy cutey like. And he laughed. Jimmy what are
you talkin about? When they got there she entered the party first and he followed behind her. They held hands. The lights were everywhere. It was some
kinda old theater that had been gutted and the djs were up on the stage. The
smoke was heavy, huge clouds of man-made mist, lasers streaming through
them. Welcome to I Have a Dream. They paid and a girl with spider webs tattooed on her shoulders put bracelets on their wrists. Thanks. Thank you. Jimmy
followed Jackie to the front of the stage and began to dance and dance and
dance. He turned away from Jackie and pulled the fold of speed from his
pocket, opened it, brought it to his nose, slam. It started burning. Then black.
He found himself entangled in a pile of kids in the hollowed-out area
underneath the stage where you had to bend halfway over to stand and bodies
were twisting and hands were grabbing one another and he thought he saw his
friend Lana from NYU but the faces were melting together and it was dark
and the space was small and the mash of people was getting larger and now it
was 10 maybe 15 kids and his nose still burned from the drugs and everyone
was touching everyone and the bass from above was pounding the stage and
the ground was vibrating and everyone kept touching and there were guys and
there were girls and he was licking and he was being licked and Oh there was
Jackie and their faces passed and they kissed hard and then he pulled back and
it wasn/t Jackie it was a boy but it didn/t matter he just found the next face
and kissed it hard and this time it was a girl but it wasn/t Jackie either and it
didn/ t matter because he felt a hand go down the front of his pants and saw a
girl with pink curly pigtails in front of his face and who knew if it was her hand
but she smiled so he kissed her anyway and her tongue ran wild in his mouth
like a river leech swimming hard against his teeth and he tasted blood and he
liked it and he could feel his cock getting hard or maybe it was someone else/ s
cock or maybe it was an arm or a leg and he could feel a girl grinding hard
into his knee and he slammed it up between her legs and he heard a moan and
felt her fingernails dig into his leg and then pull it up into her again slamming
it even harder and he kept kissing the girl with the pigtails or was it somebody
different now and his body started to stretch in different directions and now he
felt like he was face down or was he face up who knew but he was definitely
being stretched because his body felt like it was being drawn and quartered and
his arms were out further and his Jesus Christ pose continued and he began to
feel sucking on the tips of his fingers and then on his arm on the vein where
he had shot up with Owen and there was a face under his shirt and it was
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sucking on his nipples and biting them and he felt like he was being eaten alive
by vampires and he could feel blood spill down his chest or was it spit so he
spit hard in front of him and it hung on a girls mouth and another girl licked
it off and she smiled and she had fangs or did she and he felt a guy/ s hand go
down the back of his pants and he had hairy knuckles and jagged fingernails
and he started to finger Jimmy/s ass and Jimmy yelled and cried or was it
laughing yes it was laughing but with tears and he felt his zipper go down or
did he pull it down himself and it was getting darker but his eyes were adjusting
to the faces even though they still morphed and twisted in the smoke and he
felt his own cock in his hand or was it someone else/ s and it was hard and
veiny and someone was grinding their pussy against it and it was warm and
then its wet walls were around him and she was moving up and down on it or
was he moving it in and out of her and the hands were everywhere and she
rode his cock deep into her and someone something fingered his ass and it got
faster and faster and faster and faster and skin tore and fluids pumped and blood
ran and ears were bitten and hands were clenched and toes curled and eyes
rolled back and people convulsed and screamed and cried and came and came
and came and the cum made everyone slippery or maybe it was the sweat or
the spit or the bass and the pile slowly unknotted and people slid out the back
and the sides of the stage hollow and each time one left the smoke and the
lasers would sneak in and shine off Jimmy/s wet body and he was the last one
left there laying on his back on the hard tile floor and he felt his cock all slippery with blood or cum or sweat or spit and it felt raw and sore so he tucked
it in and he zipped up his pants and he was breathing heavy and worn out and
started to crawl out from under the stage and found his pink star-shaped sunglasses on the ground and put them on and stood up and rubbed a hand across
his short sweat-soaked hair and then spotted Jackie and smiled and she smiled
and she approached him and she did not look as worn out or sweaty and they
kissed.
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Whupping Cough
Tamika Hargrove

I GOT MY WORST WHUPPING WHEN I WAS SEVEN. MOMMA CAUGHT ME IN THE
shed behind our house with Jerome, the nine-year-old boy from across the

street, and an untied halter top. My fat, nosy, light-skinned cousin Coconut ran
and told Momma. I know it. She was always spying on me. There is no other
way Momma could have found out. I know it. Things never were right
between me and Jerome after the incident.
See, me and Jerome had a good thing going. We played together every day
that summer. In June, for my seventh birthday, I'd gotten a yellow-and-white
banana seat bike with tangerine and marigold ribbons streaming from the handlebars. Sunflowers littered the canvas seat. A basket with something like Mystic
written diagonally in rainbow glitter hung off the front, just large enough for
a couple of Barbies and a snack. It was my first two-wheeler.
Jerome taught me how to ride without training wheels. We'd go on scavenger hunts, throwing mud, worms, and old potpie tins in my Mystic basket,
offerings to the rain god who could chase away southern sun and bring an end
to playtime in a wet instant. Sometimes we would strap Man Man, Jerome's
three-year-old brother, in the too-small basket and play school bus. He would
always baby whine and want to go home and take a nap. Coconut wouldn't
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ride my bike with me unless she could pedal, but she was lazy and never
wanted to go further than Mr. Duckworth's store and buy penny candy. She
was the oldest. Ten. Afraid of everything but looking out the kitchen window.
I couldn't get her to go down Rock Slide Road even if I let her pedal and left
the training wheels on. ButJerome?Yeah, me and him had a good thing. When
I told him of my plan to hit Rock Slide Road, he agreed to come along, and
let me pedal.
"You can pedal.That way, if we crash, you'll hit first and I won't get as hurt.
But you better watch out for that bar, Tiny.You won't be able to have babies if
you land with it between your legs," Jerome told me in his know-it-all voice.
The one he used to call Man Man a sissy.
"Coconut told me that when I was four, thank you. I'm a girl, so I already
know all about babies and stuff," I replied stifily, not wanting him to think I
was scared. She had also told me that if the bar hit me there I would bleed and
nothing would ever stop it, and I would never be able to wear white again.
Despite my tall talk, I shrank in my skimpy white jogging shorts and the
matching red-and-white checked halter I had picked out the night before.
Next time I would wear something dark,just in case.
We took off for Rock Slide Road, the steepest street in the neighborhood,
right on the corner across from Mr. Duckworth's store.The store window faced
the top of the road, and the neighborhood kids hung out in front of the store
all summer, tallying the dusty soldiers who dared a ride on Rock Slide. I was
the first girl, but I would have no witnesses. Nobody was there the day me and
Jerome arrived at the store with moist palms and slightly accelerated heartbeats.
It was July 4. Mr. Duckworth's was closed, and all the kids were at backyard
barbeques, state parades, county fireworks shows, or deep in the country at
Grandma's house. Rock Slide Road faced west, into the thick summer dusk.
The sun filtered through the humidity in an unrelenting, pee-colored haze like
flabby butter. I could feel my pulse in my ankles as we approached the stop sign
at the crest of the road. Over my shoulder, Jerome's breathing was heavy and
controlled like he was blowing up a balloon real slow.
"I won't be mad if you chicken out, with you being a girl and all," Jerome
said quietly, more to the ground than me as he dug the toe of his sneaker into
the dirt around the pole of the stop sign.
I didn't reply-couldn't really with the grapefruit-sized lump that had
eased up my throat blocking my voice. Instead, without looking back, I cautiously lifted and extended my right leg over the shiny white bar, careful not
to give Jerome a glimpse of my red and pink panties with Saturday written in
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cursive along the seams, and waited for him to JOm me. After a swollen
moment, I felt the shadow of his weight rest on the crescent-shaped seat,
urging us to the edge of the pavement where the street curved gently like the
top of an egg towards its half-mile descent. I dug my once-white Keds into the
ground and pushed off like a canoe from shore.
The first few seconds went by slow, and I didn't even feel a breeze on my
skin. I scooted my backside onto the seat with Jerome, and he wrapped his
skinny, ashy arms around me real tight, squeezing my bellybutton. As we accelerated, I stopped peddling and lifted my feet to the handlebars. Suddenly, we
were moving so fast the scenery whipped by and the colors were all blurred. It
was like watching a 3-D movie without the special glasses. Jerome's afro
scratched my exposed black shoulder as he buried his face in my armpit. My
instant concern for BO was quickly erased by the presence of the rapidly
approaching Dead Man's Curve.
Dead Man's Curve was the true test of any rider on The Rock. It was an
unforgiving ninety-degree-turn south, where Rock Slide Road turned into
Meandering Lane. Jerome once told me if you kept going and going on
Meandering Lane, you would hit the Atlantic Ocean. Momma told me it
wasn't true. Arkansas was landlocked and Meandering Lane ended at Hot
Springs. Well, as fast as we were going I figured we could hit Hot Springs
without my feet touching the pedals once. But, first we had to clear Dead
Man's Curve in one piece.
I took a deep, ragged breath from the rapidly passing air, and leaned my
shoulders into the handlebars. Rock Slide and Meandering Lane once formed
a four-way intersection that had been closed off because of dangerous accidents. The street didn't gently curve south, it turned sharply, like the corner of
a rectangle. I started my turn early enough to avoid running into the curb at
the end of Rock Slide. Mealymouth Manny, the boy down the street who liked
Coconut, had lost his entire set of baby teeth that way. He was in the fifth grade
before he could chew Bubblicious again. With Manny in mind, I gradually
leaned my body into the curve,just as Jerome had taught me to do on the soft
slope of my driveway. Behind me, Jerome shifted, knees clenching my outer
thighs as he braced himself. Our shoulders dipped in union as I deftly swung
the handlebars to the left. We slid onto Meandering Lane like runners sliding
home head first, faces just inches away from the choppy cement of the street.
Once heading south, we quickly leaned to the right, steadying ourselves as best
we could on the banana yellow bullet rocketing down the middle of the street.
Momentum and gravity practically forced me onto Jerome's lap. My backbone
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was a zipper indented in his chest. With Jerome's arms still fastened around my
waist, we coasted towards the Atlantic for what became remembered as hours.
"You did real good, girl.You should come play baseball with us sometime,"
said Jerome, as we leisurely walked back up Rock Slide Road. He was pushing
my bike and I walked barefoot up the steep sidewalk, absorbing the day's leftover summer sun.
"Mealymouth Manny and Junebug always vote against girls playing. We
gotta be cheerleader," I told him. I said it like I didn't like cheerleading, but I
thought it was fun to dance around with the girls. Besides, it was the only time
me and Coconut ever played together. We all had cool names with big words
that started with our first initials like Tenacious Tiny, Flirtatious Fee-Fee, and
Contagious Coconut. We'd do cheers trying to rhyme our names with the
boys', shaking porn-porns made from branches, wildflowers, and twine.
"Yeah, but you rode Rock Slide and lived to tell without a scratch.You're
not a girl anymore. Well, not like that anyway."
After Jerome said this he became quiet. We strolled towards the peak of
Rock Slide Road, a thin strip of dusk the color of orange sherbet lining our
backs. Just as we rounded the top, the fireworks show downtown started, and
our steps were punctuated by bursts of color in the darkened sky. Jerome
looked up and smiled, his face illuminated by the flashes of green, red, and gold
fireworks above.
"See, looks like somebody did see our ride, Tiny," Jerome said without
looking down. "We better get back before we get in trouble. I'll walk you
home."
Yeah, me and Jerome had a good thing. When he reached for my hand it
seemed natural. His fingers were cold with rough knuckles, but his palm was
warm to the touch. He held my hand with his left and steered the bike with
his right all the way to the shed behind my house. I was impressed. I could
never steer my bike with one arm without the pedals catching me in the calf,
tripping me up.
The backdoor to the shed was dark and silent. I stepped on the stool kept
by the doorway to reach up and turn on the light. A lone bulb that hadn't been
replaced since I had been born flickered on, casting a weak amber glow over
the shed's cramped space. Jerome took a moment to adjust his eyes to the light
and wheeled my bike into a corner, leaning it on the kickstand. He turned,
opening his mouth to say something, but his bottom lip just flapped up and
down like he didn't know where to start. His shoulders folded in on themselves
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and began shuddering like he was coughing or sneezing, but he wasn't making
any sound.
"Jerome, you all right?" I asked, thinking he'd stubbed his toe or something.
"I ... uh ... I-I can," Jerome sputtered. His knees sagged and he covered
his face with his hands, cautiously peeking one eye through the vee of his
palms. When he pointed at me still covering his eyes with one hand, I finally
caught on.
"You don't have to be shy, Jerome. I know you like me. I won't tell the
other boys you like a girl," I said from atop the stool, soothing and gentle as
Momma reading me a bedtime story. I had just the teeniest bit of teasing in my
voice, like when Momma talked on the phone to Uncle Nip, who wasn't really
my uncle.
Instead of Jerome accepting my gracious proposal, he burst out in uncontrolled laughter.
"I-I can see your titties," he squealed, "They look like Man Man's!"
Jerome fell over in a fit of hysterics, unable to control his balance with the
force of laughter shaking his body. I turned and saw the tie to my halter was
caught on a nail by the door. The entire front of my halter sagged, exposing my
flat second-grade chest in the light. Heat rose from my bellybutton to the back
of my head. I felt like the sun had slapped me for coming too close. I almost
wished I had fallen on the bar and bled on my skimpy white shorts-who
needed babies anyway? I would never live this down.
Scrambling to tie my shirt back up, I didn't see Momma in the doorway of
the shed until it was too late.
"What in the hell are you doing half naked in the shed with a boy?" She
snatched me down from the stool by my left ear, twisting it until my knees
crumpled.
"Nah, Momma, I can explain," I stammered, struggling to hold up my top
and wriggle my ear from the vice grip Momma had locked onto it.
"Come on out,Jerome Matthews. I know you in here," Momma yelled. In
her free hand she cracked a switch against her calf. Jerome, seeing the switch,
bent down in the shadows hiding behind the bike.
"Wait, Momma, we didn't-" I started.
"Shut up, girl, with your fast tail.You ain't gone be saying nothing but ouch
the rest of the night, you hear me?" Twisting my ear into a fleshy corkscrew,
Momma turned her attention back to Jerome. "Don't make me come in there
after you,Jerome, 'cause I'ma whup you and send you home to your momma
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who gone whup you too."
"He over there in the corner behind the door." Coconut, that fat tattletale!
I knew something fishy was going on. Coconut came into the shed pointing
towards the corner where Jerome crouched, hidden.
"Ummm hmmm. I see him, Coconut," said Momma, slapping the switch
upside her leg sporadically like an unattended water hose left turned on. I tried
to turn and look at Coconut real tough like, but Momma had my ear kinked
so tight I couldn't even blink without my eardrums bleeding. Coconut fat self
had the nerve to point her tongue at me and pull out a Hershey bar from her
pocket. She sat on an old sewing-machine table and munched on her candy
bar like she was at the movies waiting for the show to start.
Knowing he was busted,Jerome stepped out of the corner into the golden
glow of the bulb with his head bowed down and his hands behind his back.
The meek pose made Jerome look like a little kid instead of the boy-giant I
knew who took on sixth graders.
"I-I-I'm sorry, Mrs. Carter. It's not what it looks like," Jerome said, still
looking at the packed-dirt floor of the shed. He sniffed and I realized he was
scared shitless. Momma was known up and down the block for her quick draw
with a switch.
I didn't like this new Jerome, and I was hopping mad at Momma for
turning him into a pile of snot.
"Stop it, Momma," I said, stomping my foot. 'Jerome didn't have nothing
to do with this."
"Didn't I tell you to shut up, girl!" SWOOSH! Momma didn't even give
me time to reply before the switch was on me in a whisper that reached my
ears before cracking my behind. The tip of the switch sliced through my hip
with a sharp lick of pain leaving a thin welt. CRACK, CRACK! Fire was running down my spine. I was squirming like a bee in a mason jar, and Momma
hadn't even let go of my ear. She was good. Even in her hurried lashes at my
backside, Momma was one step ahead of Jerome, who was trying to ease out
of the shed undetected.
" I see you,Jerome Matthews. Soon as I'm done with Tiny I'm coming to
tell your mother how I caught her boy who can't even pee straight looking at
my seven-year-old daughter's breasts. Go on, boy, and tell your mother I'm on
my way."
Jerome scurried out of the shed, intentionally avoiding looking at Momma
or me.
"Coconut, you go in the house. Me and Tiny got some business to take
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care of," Momma said, her eyes still on Jerome's hastily departing backside.
In a rustle of foil, Coconut flopped off the sewing table and huffed off into
the house murmuring something about always missing all the fun parts.
"We can get this over with if you turn your ass around," Momma said,
twirling me around by my ear and looking me in the eye like she was giving
me a choice in the matter. In the interest ofleniency, my head turned, followed
by a whish of the switch piercing the air again and again so fast I could barely
remember to breathe. When Momma finally let up, my back was a sizzling grid
of welts, and I was reduced to a blubbering heap on the floor.
"Stop that crying before I give you some more to cry about. Let me catch
you again with your clothes off in front of some boy, you ain't gone be able to
stand for a week. Get up offa that floor and get in the house and wash your
face and go right to bed, you hear me?"
I got up and did what she said with haste, not stopping until I had reached
my room and thrown myself across my bed. My breath outran me in tattered
inhalations coming one on top of another until they caught in my throat,
racking my body with uncontrollable coughs. I took real short sips of air, trying
to prevent the coughing, but it didn't work, and I coughed until it felt like my
chest was burning clear down to my ankles.
Things never were right between me and Jerome after that. Nobody ever
heard about the time we rode the Rock, or what happened after. Coconut fat
self rode Rock Slide with Mealymouth Manny the last week of August and
everybody considered her the first girl to beat the Rock, but me and Jerome
knew the truth. It was a secret we shared from our brief time together.Jerome's
family moved away the next summer and that was the end of our good thing.
I never wore that halter again.
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If You Run Out of Miller Lite
Chauncey Hollingsworth

BARTENDERS AND ANYONE WHO'S EVER HAD TO CLEAN A BAR BATHROOM

understand that all smells culminate, meld, into one smell, a great undersmell
that lives in the bowels of the Earth. It's the one true olfactory yin-yang, this
great smell, and gathers all smells into it like white light gathers all the visible
colors of the spectrum and only allows each to be broken apart from the others
when it strikes objects with particular properties, like the blue jay, which is not
actually blue but only appears so.
Thus is there body odor and the acid smell of puke, and the tang of shit,
nasty shit like the kind you evacuate late in the morning from deep in your
innards after a night of tequila and four-a.m. burritos, and the more kindly,
earthy shit, like what horses make after they've been grazing all night in the
fields and come stamping into the barnyard, farting and whinnying and kicking
their legs about. From there the spectrum fans out like leaves of an interior
decorator's color swatch deck, moving through the body odors from the insane
stench of the homeless to the funk of period pussy to the light, not-quitemusty stink that one finds not unpleasing in the armpits of a woman's T-shirt
worn yesterday. (You can smell madness-at least dogs can, they avoid other
antisocial dogs, can smell them in the dog park, smell it in their plops. People
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can smell it too; they just don't know they can.) Each smell mellows and splits,
branching off into little trees whose branches might start with choking "air
fresheners" and end with "lilac" and "vanilla-scented candle." Their giant
trunks of smell share roots with others and blend into the dead smells, ones neither unpleasant nor pleasant, sometimes both, and the things that don't have a
smell, or don't seem to until you think about them, like potatoes, paper, and
potting soil. Then the shades shift imperceptibly into the lighter and gayer
moods, the airy fruit colognes, the first generation of Degree deodorant, and a
spectacular family of soaps stretching into four or more dimensions. Then a
brief demilitarized zone characterized by Mennen's Skin Bracer aftershave,
then Grandpa's dry tobacco and quiet cologne smell, then autumn leaves and
pine needles. Then the pipe of Zubin Mehta's father breaks in, the great highpurple smell of foreign tobacco that drive even the most purse-lipped members of the PTA into thrills of ecstasy, and the high, strong, brilliant wafts that
one remembers in the very cells of the body, to be awakened by surprise and
usually in awkward, inappropriate moments that never allow you fully to savor
them. The Blommer chocolate factory on a late summer night over the river;
the green, growing wetness of good bud before it's been harvested, fuzzy with
blue or red hairs and dripping with resin and love; South Side family-reunion
barbecue coming from the Dan Ryan Woods picnic tables, thick and smoky
and powerful, pulling beads of saliva out of your cheeks and tongue.
The spectrum isn't laid out like a line, it's more like a Moebius strip that
meets itself again deep underneath and at the moments of greatest impact. So
the smell of a woman's loins thick with sex is not that much different from
two-day-old spit stink, and the smell of pennies held in a child's hand waiting
in line at Rainbow Cone is indistinguishable from fresh ejaculate, and the
heady, sweet-salty smell of decomposing forest animal is akin to the regional
extremes of Chinese cuisine. And just-dried paint is like dry-erase markers is
like mimeograph paper is like a certain brand of antifreeze and so on and so
on.
Only bartenders and people who work in slaughterhouses understand this.
They have experienced a depth and breadth of smell that few other humans
could hope to survive. We see the spectrum laid out like a map and see, moreover, that it is only one smell fragmented, selectively exposed. The Undersmell.
This recognition enables us to go back to work the next day without quitting,
to keep serving, cleaning and counting in the face of stenches that would make
the lungs and nostrils of others simply close up shop. My buddy Seth told me
that he walked into an El car once and immediately noticed that everyone in
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the car was crowded into the right half and no one was sitting on the left. He
saw a homeless mound rotting away in the left corner and immediately figured
out why. He said the smell hit him like a Buick, literally-he tried to inhale
out, but his lungs just rejected it outright, like trying to breathe oil or a solid
wall of fish flake. He felt his stomach grow and start to crest like a tidal wave
and he tried to turn back, but the doors were already closing, so he pulled his
shirt over his mouth and tried to savor skin, cotton, the leather of his jacket,
dry-heaving and shoving his way into the crowd.
Bartending's like that. Except for us, that's nothing.
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Story of the River Lily
Mary Meeks

THERE ARE THREE GIRLS,LANKY IN FORM AND NOTYET OFAGE,WALKING DOWN

the thin dirt path to the river. It is summer, and the eastern sun is already
beating down on them with a white-hot disinterest, which wells up beads of
sweat along their foreheads and down the line of backbone where their thick,
black braids fall between slick shoulders. They leap barefoot over tree roots and
avoid the prickly plants of the forest reaching out for their bare shins. Pacing
behind them in the shadows over the path moves an old, old woman. Her hair
is cotton-white, with only a tiny streak of black left running its quick, twisting
course down her braid. Her skin is darker than the damp earth of the forest
spreading out from her thick-soled feet. Her toenails are cracked and heavy,
crusted with the dirt of many trails. She makes her way over the roots and
crooks in the trail without looking down, her eyes always on the bobbing heads
of the small girls ahead.
The undergrowth thins as they reach the riverbank. The girls stop and peer
out at the flat water spreading away from them with hardly a ripple sparkling
in the early light. It is clear, and they see riverweed below the surface, undulating in the current. Above them are worn branches of the giant oak, from
which their brothers and cousins dive into the river in the heat of the day.
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Thick strands of elephant-ear guard the edges of the river, everywhere but
where they have been cleared at the end of this trail. A few birch canoes, tarred
in places where thin wood has begun to dry and split like chapped skin, are
hauled up from the river and now lay carefully lined in the shade of the trees.
Along the far edge of the river, a single free-floating river-lily bulb floats past,
its leaves balancing it over the current, its thin roots trailing down the water
behind. It nudges along the bank around the thick elephant-ear plants, then
moves into the stream of current and is swept from sight around the bend.
"Great-grandmother, every other plant is tied to the river with roots. Even
the riverweed stays in its place, and the elephant-ears, and the river-rice. Why
do the lilies float free?"
The old, old woman settles herself down on a worn cypress-tree root, and
lays her staff across her knees. The other two girls turn to face her, and she follows the path of another lone bulb as it nods itself into the current and is swept
away.
"I will tell you how the river lily was made free, granddaughters. It is a
good telling, and one you must remember, for your children. Many birth-cycles
ago, before my own great-grandmother's grandmother was born, our people
lived, as we do now, on the banks of this river. We lived at peace with the river,
and took fish from it, and river-rice, and clay to heal our wounds. In return, we
protected the river from misuse by other peoples, and guarded its springs where
they surge up ice cold and black from beneath the earth so the river would not
die.
"In those days, the chief of our people and his wife had been wedded many
long years but had no children. This absence had brought much grief, as many
children were begun but came too soon and too small and weak to breathe the
air we must. Finally, after the fifth losing, the wife carried an infant long
enough inside her that it came forth strong and cried and took air and milk
and lived. There was much joy in the village at her coming.
"But she came in the heat of the summer, and there was hardly a cool place
for her mother to lie as she cared for the child. After only one night, the infant
was struck with fever. She was too young, yet, even for a name. Her mother
feared she would go from the world unnamed, and thus be unable to find
which tribe to join in the lands beyond. The fever rose and rose until her dark
skin began to blister with heat, making the small white bubbles along her

shaking limbs. She stopped drinking, and only whimpered softly.
"The village chief consulted the medicine woman of the village, but in the
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great heat, there was little she could do. She said, 'If you dare, you may go to
the river and ask if she might give of her icy waters from beneath the earth, to
pull the fever from the infant that she might live. But beware the price she may
ask for the healing. Nature knows no mercy.'
"Distraught, the chief went without asking of his wife, creeping in the
sticky darkness of summer night to the head of the river and called to it, 'Great
river, from whom we take fish for our hungry and healing poultices for our
wounded, hear me now. My infant daughter, the only offspring of my long life
at your shore, lies in the fever and close to death. We, the River People, have
long protected your shores and the places where your own like well up from
beneath the earth at the Valley of One Hundred Springs. I ask now that you
take from her this fever with your cold waters, that you heal her for whatever
price you may ask.'
"The river rushed on from her springs, singing and splashing over rocks
this reply, 'Chief, long have your people protected my shores and springs, but
this thing you ask cannot be found in the pact I made with your ancestors, with
your people. Long have I given of my bounty for your people, and watched
you grow and raise your own children, yet never have I had a child of my own.'
Then there was only water rushing out of the springs in the dark, and the
father's despair grew. He turned away, but river began to sign again, 'I will do
this thing you ask, and take the fever from the child. I will bring her back to
you, that you may raise her. She is your own and your first and last child. But
when she is old enough to learn my ways and my songs, you must give her
back to me. I will take her for myself, for I wish to have a daughter. This is the
price for my healing.'
"The chief of the River People was grieved at this, and turned away from
the river to hide his torn heart. He walked back to the village fires, and resolved
not to tell his wife the price of the healing, or its giver. He lifted the infant
from her mother, marveling that in the fever her soft skin burnt his own.
Carrying her to the first and strongest of the hundred springs, he laid her
within it and offered her to the river, 'Great river, I give my daughter to your
care. Take from her this killing heat, and give us years to raise her, our only,
before you take her from us for yourself.' As the water swelled around his legs
and then his arms, he felt the river lift her from him, flooding from the spring
with force that ripped at rocks and weeds nearby.
"He sat shivering in the swollen water until dawn, and before the first gray
began to lift over the thick oak and cypress by the side of the river, he felt the
spring begin to lessen its torrential flow and finally drop the still form of his
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daughter into his arms. She was swaddled in slick, wet riverweed. She looked
up at him, her dark eyes shining, and laughed.
"With joy, the father rose and ran back to the village and to his wife,
placing the gurgling child in her arms. He was so overjoyed; he forgot the river
garments with which she was clothed. His wife turned to him, and demanded,
'What is it you have done to heal our child?'
"I have only asked the river to heal her, my wife. There was no other way,
save let her die.'
"And what was the price she demanded? For the river drives with ferocity
all in its path, and shows no mercy to those it overtakes.'
"At these words, the chief's eyes fell from his daughter to the floor, 'That
our child be the daughter of the river, in time, for she has no offspring of her
own.'
"The mother was grieved at this, but knew the thing was done. So she
stripped her small daughter of the wrapping of riverweed, already drying in the
heat of the dawn, and placed around her soft-tanned deerskin swaddling
clothes. 'I hope only the river has some mercy, and leaves her to us until she is
grown.' She turned away with her daughter and wept."
"Two years passed over the village of the River People. The daughter of
the chief was named White Lily, for the tiny white flowerings of skin left after
the fever blisters, and the chief all but forgot his bargain with the river. But the
river did not forget. Early one morning in winter, when the mists were rising
from the river in a thousand streams and even the furthest bank was beyond
sight, the chief launched his canoe into the river for fish. In its base, snuggled
within a dry-reed basket, was his daughter. She watched him without moving
from her swaying perch, nestled among fishing nets. He pushed out into the
river alone, and paddled silently into the rising gray. Soon both shores were lost
to him, but he swept his small canoe upriver, watching for shallows ahead.
"White Lily laughed out loud and reached her tiny hand toward him. He
stopped paddling to hold out his fingers towards her, and in that moment the
canoe drove itself into a sandbar and capsized, flinging them both into the
strong current. He watched with horror as his daughter was borne away
upriver by tiny eddies of current, like fingers themselves, and remembered his
promise to the river. He began to weep, and called out, 'Oh great river, I know
I have made a pact with you. But the price is yet too great. For what is two years
to you, who have flowed over this place for generations? My daughter is not yet
old enough to be away from her mother. Have mercy and give her back for a
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time. When you return to take her, I will not hold her from you.'
"The river answered, 'I have mercy on no man, yet because the child is
young and does not know my ways, I will relent. You may have your child for
a time, but know I will come to collect what is mine and there will be no bargaining in that hour.' And through the mists, on eddies of water, the reed basket
came sailing back, and the man swam to it, and caught it up, and bore to the
shore. All the while, White Lily laughed along with the rocking of her water
cradle.
"Four years passed, and yet again the chief forgot his bargain with the river.
His daughter grew tall and ran in the forests with the feet of deer. Although
her mother forbade her come near the river, she stole there, and her cousins
taught her to swim. She drove in the water from the highest branches without
fear, and stayed beneath the surface longer than even the oldest children could
hold their breath. She swam strong and fast, and learned the currents of the
river. She learned also to bury herself in thick riverweed, invisible to those on
the surface, and used it to pull herself upriver underwater and out of sight.
"One day, playing with her cousins, she dove to the deepest place beneath
this very spot and wove herself into the riverweed. She lay there watching small
fish dart above her, feeling the current pull at her limbs. Suddenly, she felt the
water still around her, and the weeds tighten their grip where she had wrapped
herself in them. She struggled, but found she was held fast. She cried out to the
river, 'Why are you holding me thus? What wrong have I done, that you take
me to your cold grave?'
"The river replied, 'My daughter, your own father gave you to me as the
price for your healing when you were an infant, and only one sun-cycle old.
You have done no wrong-only I have come to collect what is my due. You
are my daughter, now. But do not cry. I will teach you to swim with the fish
and eel and breathe within my depths air more pure than any you have known.'
And though White Lily was not afraid, she wept, and pleaded with the river,
'Please, great river, I have not said goodbye to my mother or father, nor my
cousins who wait for me above. Let me go back to them, so they will know
where I have gone.' And the river relented, because White Lily's salt tears
burned her.
"White Lily found her mother and father together, and asked if the river's
words were true. This, her parents could not deny. When she told what had
happened, her father forbade her to go near the water again. Her mother only
watched her sadly, and said, 'It does not matter, husband, what we do to keep
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her for ourselves, if we take her to the highest hill in our land, the river will rise
and take what belongs to her. At least stay the night here, child, so that we might
eat by our fire together one last time.'
"In the night, the river rose in rage that her daughter had not returned. By
dawn, her waters had come as far as the village, and the people woke in panic.
The mother then carried her sleepy daughter to the river's edge, and called out,
'Great river, have compassion on me, as you now have a daughter, know my
grief at losing my first and only child. I do not wish to lose the memory of her,
or drink your waters bitterly because you have taken what was mine, and what
was given without my consent.'
"The torrential river roared back, 'I have come only to take what is due me.
I have neither compassion nor mercy for any in my path. As for your husband,
what else would he have done but watch the child die of heat-fever? Send her
to me now, and I will not take her by force.' So the mother let go the hand of
the daughter, and she walked to the edge of the flood. Before her rose up a
threshold of water, and she looked back at the village people gathered behind
her mother and father, and took a deep breath-her last breath of our air-and
stepped into the shimmering wave. With her passing, the river subsided from the
village to its own banks.
"White Lily's mother followed the river back to its boundaries, sat over its
banks and wept. Below her, where each salt tear splashed into the water rose a
lily bulb, its roots trailing in the water, strange leaves giving it balance in the current, and the whole of it floating easily downriver. She pulled at one of these
strange bulbs, but found it withered as soon as it was taken from the water.
"And so the river gave to the mother a flower by which to remember her
child-one that she might always see at the river's edge but never take out again,
and that knew no single place of rest. And in a small way, White Lily's mother
was comforted. And by it also, the village was reminded forever that nature
knows no mercy to those in its path."
With that the old woman settles back and watches another lily bulb float
past. The girls gather themselves, and the eldest climbs the oak tree over the river
and dives into the water. She swims with sure strokes into the current, and the
old woman directs her to patches of riverweed especially good for healing. The
young girl dives among the weeds as her sisters play in the shallows. Their infant
brother is suffering from summer-fever in their village in the hills above. As she
plunges deep into the current and catches hold of the strongest riverweeds to
keep her place, she looks through the deep green murk and sees the flash of a
face upstream, far underwater, but it disappears quickly into the wavering green.
Out of breath, the girl kicks to the surface with fistfuls of healing weed and
swims in silence to the shore.
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Jason
Chelsea Laine Wells

EVERY NIGHT AFTER THE LIGHTS WERE OFF,JASON STRETCHED OUT ON THE BED

alongside Geoffrey. He twirled Geoffrey's hair with one fingertip and watched
him blink into the dark until his fluttering eyelashes calmed and his breathing
grew rhythmic. Then, just before Geoffrey was asleep, Jason asked the same
question he'd asked every night for nearly two years.
"What's your good memory, buddy?" He kept his voice low and even and
the familiarity of it slipped into Geoffrey's mind without rousing him. Geoffrey
inhaled deeply, his eyes still closed, as he looked for a memory.
Sometimes Geoffrey's memories were specific, sometimes they were vague
or partly fabricated. Sometimes he stayed with the same one for a month. It
didn't matter to Jason. The point was keeping their mother alive, a small
fighting flame inside Geoffrey that he could turn to if he ever needed light.
This particular night Geoffrey went back to the memory he'd given all
week.
"She had long hair," he murmured. "It went all over one shoulder when
she gardened and touched the ground and got dirt on it. And then after, she
drank tea and brushed it out with her fingers."
Jason closed his eyes and spread his hand over Geoffrey's chest, drawing the
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little body back against his own.
"That's good, buddy," he said. He let Geoffrey breathe for a moment longer
and then started the process of slowly disentangling himself.
Just as he took his first careful step away from the end of the bed, Geoffrey
stirred and looked up at him.
"Do you have to go?" he asked, his voice so small and soft it broke Jason's
heart.
Jason went to the edge of the bed and kneeled there. He cupped his hand
over Geoffrey's face and traced the lines of it with his thumb. He remembered
Geoffrey, frail and slender-necked, standing next to the couch where their
mother lay dying. "Be brave for me, kiddo," she had whispered, and at her
words Jason felt a quick flare of anger and heat that a six-year-old should have
to comprehend the false front of bravery.
"Yeah, I have to go," Jason said quietly, hating himself.
Geoffrey blinked. His eyes were huge and dark, liquid like a deer's.
"Will you come back?" he whispered.
"Of course I'll come back," Jason said immediately. "Of course. No one
else will have me. I have to come back."
Geoffrey nodded against his pillow. He said nothing, but he sniffed tremulously, and his bottom lashes were wet. Jason kissed his head just above his ear
and stood quickly before he lost it. He eased Geoffrey's door half closed and
went straight across the hall into the bathroom.
The mirror was unkind. There were circles under his eyes like permanent
bruising and stubble along his jaw that was clearly more accident than fashion.
He looked away and sagged against the sink, forcing himself not to cry.
Geoffrey's question rang in his head, and he wondered why the hell he was
doing this.
The invitation had been so incidental, from a guy in one of his community-college classes who, Jason got the impression, had only mentioned the
party because he thought Jason might have overheard him talking about it.
Jason took the address down, polite and bewildered, and stuck it in his back
pocket. He'd had no intention of going. But earlier that day he had found the
scrap of paper on his dresser and stared hard at it for a long time, something
deep and familiar rising up inside him like the slow circling of grief, and before
he could think too much about it, he called his aunt Cile.
When he asked her if she was free to stay with the kids, she assumed it was
for an extra shift at work. For a split second he considered letting her think
that, but then he confessed, told her about the random invite and his strange
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compulsion to actually go. She sucked in a shocked breath and started crying.
At that moment the gravity of the situation struck him and he tried to back
out. She was heedless, though; she said over and over how healthy it was that
he was engaging socially, that he was getting out of the house without Ashley
and Geoffrey, for himself, and how happy his mother would be. Again and again
and again, how happy his mother would be, until none of his excuses mattered.
She told him she could count on one hand the number of times he had done
something solely for himself since his mother had died. Jason agreed but knew,
without question, that in fact this was the first thing in the nineteen months
since her death that he had done solely for himself. And under the pressure of
her excitement, he was drenched with regret.
She arrived two hours earlier than he had specified, while it was still light
outside and the notion of a stranger's party seemed remote and absurd. For
most of the first hour, she sat across from Jason at the kitchen table, holding his
hand with both of hers, pep-talking him. He stared blindly out the window and
bit back tears.
Still slumped against the bathroom sink, Jason raked his fingers back
through his hair and then forward. He considered checking his reflection after
doing this but decided he'd rather not know, so he left the bathroom.
Cile glanced at him as he came into the living room. Fresh from the
memory of his mother,Jason caught his breath at how strongly Cile resembled
her-the long black hair all spilling over one shoulder, dark eyes and arched
cheekbones passed down from a Cherokee grandmother. Around her neck was
a string of simple wooden beads that had belonged to his mother. Jason
remembered his mother's long fingers drawing the beads up the chain and letting them fall, over and over, her eyes focused on whatever she was doing. The
abacus sound of them dropping against each other threaded like background
music through almost every memory of his childhood.
Cile smiled at him, her slight half-smile that showed more clearly in the
corners of her eyes than anywhere else, and Jason snapped back to the present.
"How is he?" she asked, and Jason shrugged.
"Crying," he said. "Crying-ish."
Ashley rolled her eyes.
"Give him a break,Ash," Jason said irritably. "He's seven, for Christ's sake."
Ashley tossed a glance at him, ignoring his disapproval." God," she said, and
the word was burdened with an excess of meaning, a pre-pubescent overload
of emotion compacted into one syllable. She sighed. "Are you seriously going
wherever you're going in that?" she demanded.
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"What? It's jeans, Ash. Jeans. I think it'll be fine."
"All I'm saying," Ashley went on, in a singsong, her eyes back on the television, her thumb on the remote, "is you'll never get a girl looking all homeless like that."
"Gee, thanks, sunshine," Jason said. ''I'm sure gonna miss you a whole hell
of a lot."
"Come on, kids," Cile broke in, mildly.
"Ah, she loves me," Jason said, leaning towards the couch, pulling his sister's
long blond ponytail with one hand. "She can't get enough. That's why she's so
freaking mean."
Ashley jerked her head away, but Jason caught the slight traces of a quick
smile in the light of the television.
"OK," Jason said, then, awkwardly, standing in the center of the living
room.
"Get out of here," his aunt said. "Go have fun. I've got this."
"Yeah," Jason said, and turned to go to the door. "I'll see you guys later,
then."
Each responded vaguely, and then Jason stood paralyzed in the front
hallway, inside the silence and the depth of his dread. After a minute or two he
heard Cile rise from the couch and Ashley's impatient sigh, and he realized he
was worse than Geoffrey.
He turned to face his aunt.
"Listen, I can't go," he said, his voice low and desperate.
"Why not, Jason?"
"I can't leave him," Jason said.
"You've already left him," she said. "He's upstairs.As far as he knows you're
gone. That's the hard part. So what's keeping you here?"
"I just can't go, Aunt Cile," Jason said, and felt tears rise in a hot flush.
"Please don't make me."
"Why is this so hard for you?" his aunt asked him softly. "Why do you
refuse to do anything that might make you happy?"
"It's not-"
"Listen to me, sweetheart," she said, and she pulled his damp hands from
his sweatshirt pockets and held them together with her own. "I know what
your mom would want. So do you. You're nineteen, she would want you out
there doing shit, drinking and fucking up and acting stupid and eliminating girls
left and right. I know what I'm talking about."
Jason nodded, his eyes on the floor.
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"When she agreed to give you responsibility for the kids, she didn't do it
so you could drown yourself in them," Cile said. "Go out, honey. It's one party.
Have fun, or at least try to."
"I don't know how," Jason said slowly. "I can't ... I mean, I feel like, where
do I get off, having fun?"
"She had cancer," his aunt said, staring him hard in the face, so directly and
deeply that he lifted his eyes from the floor and met her gaze. Again he was
overwhelmed by how strikingly she resembled his mother, and his stomach
leapt. "She died. That's not your fault. In a thousand different ways, it has
nothing to do with you. How do you think she'd feel if she knew you were
sacrificing your life because of her biology?"
"She'd be pissed," Jason said in a low, defeated voice.
"Damn right, she'd be pissed," his aunt said. "She'd smack you and kiss you
and shove your skinny body out the door. One party, sweetheart. Couple of
hours. It's a start."
"OK, thank you," Jason whispered, leaned forward, and kissed her cheek.
"I won't be too late."
"I know you won't,Jasey," Cile said.
Somehow to hear what his mother always called him made it easier for
Jason to leave, rather than harder. He stepped out the front door into the clean
cold of the night and sorted the keys on his finger as he walked, until he found
the one for the door of his mother's old truck.
All at once, being alone was exhilarating. It hit him as he backed out of the
driveway, the silence and the solitude and the clarity of the air. He rolled down
both windows despite the temperature and let the wind inside. The intensity
of the cold made him recall running wild as a little kid until his body was
seething hot and only his nose and ears suffered. He would burst inside,
breathing hard, sweating under the layers of sweaters, scarf, and coat, shedding
everything in the front hall until he was wearing only long underwear, and
then seek out his mother at a dead run. She would be seated at the diningroom table waiting for him; she would call him bear cub or ]asey cub, trap his
squirming body between her knees, hold his head against her with one hand
and cover his nose with the other, warming the parts of him that smarted with
winter.
Jason kept that feeling still in the center of his mind as he drove. Sometimes
these frighteningly real memories made him sick; sometimes they shot him to
a thin, tentative happiness. This one transported him up briefly, and he felt his
mother's hands on him, the truth of his aunt's words, and his mother's kiss on
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the top of his head as she held him there, and he touched up his speed in the
truck by five miles an hour. Geoffrey was fine. Ashley was fine. He wasn't doing
anything wrong.
The party was at a square house, its paint peeling, in a semi-questionable
area. Jason checked the address three times, although there was no mistaking it.
People were draped over the railing of the porch, the front door was standing
open, and Jason could already feel the music's bass line vibrating the steering
wheel of the truck. He parked across the street and forced himself out.
Inside it was deafening at first. Jason walked in, tentative, and stood awkwardly by the door for a moment, allowing his senses to adjust to the noise, the
low light, and the overwhelming smell of beer and bodies. A loose collection
of people to his left were dancing or grinding or some gradation between the
two. He passed them, his hands knotted in his pockets, and walked close to the
walls of the house until he found the kitchen and a concentration of people. A
guy operating a keg who caught Jason's eye and offered him a beer. Jason
nodded, and was handed one. He turned his back and took the first sip of
alcohol he'd had since the one-month anniversary of his mother's death when
he and Cile put the kids to bed and then made pitcher after pitcher of frozen
margaritas, got drunk, and cried together.
Jason wandered out of the kitchen and back into the dark anonymity of
the house. He drank the beer slowly but steadily, and it went from his empty
stomach straight up to his head like carbonation. Finally he settled by the
mantel of what looked like a nonfunctioning fireplace in the living room and
watched the people passing him.
There were cheap, primary-colored candles all around, mostly guttered or
toppled; crushed plastic cups littering the floor, and at the corner on a piano
bench, a small strobe light. Jason's heart foundered and the earlier exhilaration
petered out inside him with a discouraging permanence. The party depressed
him; it was a striking replica of the few he had been to in high school, drunk
kids lurching around, plastering each other up against walls, making out
fiercely, and forming intensely meaningful connections that lasted until their
parents arrived to pick them up. And the soundtrack was the same-Nirvana,
followed by every band that ever tried to sound like them. Except these people
weren't teenagers, they were in their twenties, and Jason was overwhelmed by
the sad conviction that the guy who had thrown this party and everyone in
attendance should have long ago outgrown it.
Jason turned halfway to look for a place to put his cup. The mantel was
lined with extinguished candles, their wax spilled, pooled, and dully drying. Just
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near Jason's shoulder, though, there was something else-a toy car, a Matchbox
car, the kind with little decals or stickers of company names painted on it. It
was parked at a precise angle on the mantel and the sight of it dragged Jason
further down. He imagined that it was a collectible, that the guy had sought it
out at a special shop or online, and now it was displayed here on purpose,
proudly. Then, immediately, he thought of Geoffrey's meager store of toy cars,
and Geoffrey asking him not to go, and he swallowed hard. He tipped back his
beer and drained the last pointless drops, then turned the cup upside down over
the car so that it was hidden within the opaque plastic.
Jason put his hands in his pockets and wrenched his attention back out to
the crowd. He was wondering how long he had to stay before he could return
home and pretend he had enjoyed himself, when he noticed that a girl seemed
to be approaching him. She was small and thin, with dark hair tucked behind
both ears, wearing only jeans and a light blue T-shirt despite the cold. Jason
looked steadily past her, waiting for her to realize that he was not who she was
looking for, but then she was standing next to him, shoulder to shoulder, as
though they had come together and she had only briefly stepped away. She slid
the fingers of her right hand into her hip pocket, pulling down the waist of her
jeans so that a strip of bare skin was visible. Jason shifted his straining peripheral vision back to the crowd and stayed awkwardly silent.
"God," she said then, and her tone reminded him forcibly ofAshley for one
strange moment. She took a sip of her beer. "The floor is, like, totally fucking
tilted. I had to trek uphill just to get here."
Jason nodded. Actually, he had noticed, and had previously had a similar
thought about the house looking more like a stage set for these kinds of horrible adolescent parties than a genuine home. The thought of the guy actually
living here during the quiet daytime seemed intolerably sad, but he did not
want to encourage any kind of connection with the girl or with anyone, so he
kept his mouth shut.
She took another sip and looked sideways at him. Jason hung his head and
dug his hands deeper into his sweatshirt pockets. He put one foot in front of
the other, balancing his heel on his toe.
"So how do you know Steve?" she asked.
Jason hesitated. "Is that the guy who's throwing this?" he asked, "because I
don't. Really."
"He was in my brother's high-school class," she went on, nodding along
with the words as though he had prompted them. "So I just thought, you
know, I wasn't doing anything else tonight. My name's Alison."
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"Hi," Jason said stupidly. Leave, he was thinking, leave now, and just sit in
your car for an hour before driving home. There were so many reasons not to
talk to this girl. She was half-drunk; he wasn't. Plus, there was his deep-seated
paranoia that the second he spoke the deafening music would stop and his
voice would ring out over the brilliant silence. In high school this fear had
often kept him from forming these short, fierce party connections.
"What's your name?" she asked slowly, as though he was dense, but she was
smiling up at him, and he saw that she viewed him as an amusing conquest, a
lock to be picked, a shy boy on the outskirts of the party to be toyed with and
captured. He felt simultaneously desperate for escape and flooded with an
indifference and defeat that he suspected would keep him still for her.
"Jason,"h e sa1·d .
"Hi, Jason," she said. "This party is totally retarded."
He nodded.
"Do you want to, like, go outside on the porch and talk?" she asked, and
he nodded again and followed her.
It was cold but windless. They stood with their backs to the house; she set
her empty cup on a windowsill and crossed her arms.
"Oh-hey, do you want my sweater?" Jason asked, and moved to unzip it.
"No, no," she said quickly, "I'm fine. I'm from Nebraska, and it gets pretty
fucking cold up there, so you know, I'm used to it."
"You sure?"
"Yeah, totally fine. Thanks, though."
"So," Jason said, having resigned himself to the conversation, "when did
you move down here from Nebraska?"
And Alison started talking. Jason fixed his eyes on her mouth, watching the
words crowd out, seamless, senseless, an endless stream of information that for
a large part surged past him. She talked about her childhood backyard and her
high-school graduation party and her grandfather's hands; she talked about her
brother's cracked ribs and her cat and her first kiss. He felt hypnotized by the
sheer volume and disorder of everything she said, even in the half-intoxicated
and rambling way she said it, and later partially blamed what happened on the
somehow stultifying effect of her words.
After almost an hour of talking without pause, Alison cocked her head and
looked up at him. Jason met her gaze squarely for the first time, and held it.
"What about you?" she asked him, simply.
And somehow Jason's mouth opened and he told her about his mother and
her cancer, about Geoffrey and Ashley and their nightmares, about buttoning
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their coats and signing their report cards and holding them when they cried.
He stared out at his truck parked across the street and talked about his mother's
dead garden and the last teacup she'd ever used, which was sitting on his bedroom windowsill, still tea-stained and filled with obsessively collected pennies
minted in the year of her birth, and how he could never completely concentrate unless Geoffrey and Ashley were with him in the living room, Geoffrey
curled against his chest and mostly asleep, Ashley stretched across the other half
of the couch with her feet propped on Jason's leg and Jason's hand wrapped
around her ankle, her sole concession to affection.
Jason stopped talking and bit his top and bottom lip together, let them go
slowly, felt the body heat of the girl standing very close to him. His hands were
still in his pockets, limp with sweat. He was breathless. He waited inside the
silence, completely empty and wide open and deeply calm.
Then Alison said something that in the light of day would make him nauseated. As she said it, it struck a disturbing chord, but inside him was the beer
he'd drunk on an empty stomach, the numbing, soft rhythm of her voice still
spellbinding him, and his head light from letting go of all those crucial words.
She said, "It has got to be, like, the hottest thing ever that you sacrifice
yourself like that for your brother and sister."
Jason wet his lips. In slow motion he thanked her.
"So," she said, and the situation seemed to click into place at last, "do you
have, like, somewhere we could go?"
He turned his head and looked down at her; her eyes were wide and fixed
on him, her mouth just slightly parted, the curve of her throat vividly white in
the light from the window behind them. Her nipples were hard from the cold.
Jason looked back out into the darkness.
"I have a truck," he said softly.
She followed him across the street. He unlocked and opened the passenger
door for her and watched her climb inside.
"OK, go straight down this street," she said when he slid behind the wheel.
As she spoke she laid her hand on his knee and then ran it smoothly up to rest
high on his thigh, canceling any doubts he'd had about what she wanted from
him. "And at the stop sign make a right, and then a left at the next, and there's
a playground."
"A playground?" He shifted slightly in his seat, trying to ignore her hand.
"Deserted playground, no one's ever there. There's a half-ass lake, like, manmade or something, and a parking lot with a bunch of trees around, so no one
will see if we park."
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"OK." Jason thought for a moment, his mind moving in clear, straight
lines. Then he spoke before he could change his mind. "Two things," he said.
"What?" She was turned sideways in her seat, watching him, tracing the
inseam of his jeans with one fingertip. Jason cleared his throat.
"I don't have any condoms," he said. "Do we need to-"
"I've got some," she said, and he saw the slight tilt of a smile out of the
corner of his eye. "Second thing?"
''I'm nineteen," he said, and she raised her eyebrows, "and I'm a virgin."
She smiled fully. "Good," she said. "I'm twenty-three, and I'm not."
It happened that simply. Jason left the engine running and the heater on
high. He kissed her, but only briefly, and then moved down to her throat and
her breasts and unbuttoned her jeans. She pulled the condoms out of her
pocket and set them on the dashboard, a strip of three.
"Can you move the seat or something?" she asked, and he shot it back as
far as it would go, his hands curiously steady. He marveled at how calm he was,
how detached.
She positioned him in the passenger seat and rolled a condom down over
his dick.
"How far have you gotten before this?" she asked, straddling him, lining
them up with one hand.
"Everything except sex, I guess," he said, "but it's been a while."
"How long a while?"
Jason grimaced as she slid down over him. "Uh ... two years ... More,
maybe."
"Jesus," said Alison. She guided his hands to her hips and settled them
there. "Enjoy this, then."
"Yeah," Jason breathed.
After they had both come, Alison shoved her hair back from her eyes and
kissed him shallowly. She asked him if he could go again, and he nodded.
"What do you want?" she asked him, and he picked up on something in
her tone.
"Get on your back," he told her, impersonally, and she did, and helped him
change to a new condom. He stayed up over her this time, barely touching her,
one hand gripping the back of the seat, the other around the steering wheel.
She made more noise than before and left scratch marks on his sides. Jason kept
his eyes open as he came, scanning the parking lot for cops.
When they were done, Alison struggled back into her clothes and they
kissed for five minutes or so. Despite the truck's heater her nipples were hard,

312

Hair Trigger 27

as they had been on the porch. Jason kept one hand up her shirt, one thumb
inside her bra, and she moaned into his mouth, and it sounded fake. He slid
over to the driver's seat, reversed, and drove back out onto the street with both
hands on the wheel.
On the way there she unzipped his jeans again and pulled out his dick,
doubled over, took him all the way into her mouth. He slumped down, slowing
to twenty and then ten miles an hour, creeping like a criminal or a cop car
through the dark, residential neighborhood. He was gasping, starting to brake
without meaning to. She sat up and looked out the window.
"Thanks, Jason, it was good," she said as they approached the house, her
hand firmly around him and moving expertly, and Jason's breath was coming
quicker, and then she kissed him on the face and was out the door.
Jason shot up straight and yanked his sweatshirt forward to cover himself.
He watched her recede without a backward glance. Entire minutes passed
while he sat there, breathing through his mouth, staring at the house, his erection pressed against his wrist.
Finally he collected himself, swung into a driveway with pissed-off haste
and sped back to the park. Still in drive, his foot on the brake,Jason jerked off
into a McDonald's napkin from a Happy Meal he'd bought Geoffrey two days
ago. His voice in the truck's interior was harsh and unrestrained.
He stopped at a gas station on his way home and stood in front of the
grimy bathroom mirror, watching himself, the fact that he was no longer a
virgin turning intellectually and unemotionally in his head. Then he washed
the smell of sex and latex from his hands and disposed of the two used condoms, each wrapped in McDonald's napkins.
Before getting back in the truck, Jason cleaned the windshield. He scraped
smooth sheets of water from the glass carefully and thought about his mother
teaching him how to drive, her arm out the passenger window and her relaxed
body on the seat, her complete surety that he could do anything. That bone-deep
confidence in him had enabled Jason to drive her truck, and then to bury her,
and now to raise her children. The summer day when she'd taught him the
cancer was already inside her, spores and seedlings taking vicious root. They didn't
know it yet, knew nothing of the swift and painful descent that awaited her.
And then Jason thought of what he had just done in her truck and his
throat closed. He slammed the door hard enough to rock the entire vehicle on
its tires and shook his head once, as if to physically rid himself of the image.
The windows were still lowered, bathing him with cold as he drove, but it was
no longer comfortable. He left them down regardless.
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It had been just under three hours since he'd told Geoffrey he had to go
when Jason opened the door to his house. He dropped his keys on the front
hall table and stood in silence for a moment, trying to will himself into acting
normal.
"Welcome back, sweetness," his aunt called.
"Hi, Aunt Cile," he said, heading into the living room and sighing deeply
as he collapsed next to her on the couch. He kept his hands in his pockets and
his head tilted to the side, refusing to meet her gaze. "How were they?"
"Just fine," Cile said. "Status quo. How are you?" He could feel her eyes
on him, could feel the scrutiny of this woman who he loved almost as hopelessly as he had his mother, and he knew how obvious it was that something
was wrong.
He shrugged. "Tired," he said truthfully. His eyes jumped from the television to the coffee table in front of them, and he saw the photo album there.
"Hey," he said, and extended his leg to flip up the cover slightly with the toe
of his shoe. For that split second he caught a glimpse of his parents' wedding
picture, the bald hope and false smiles of the ill-fated and miserable union
that had somehow produced him and Ashley and Geoffrey. "You got the
album out?"
"Ashley got it out," Cile said.
Jason raised his eyebrows. "Ashley?" he repeated. "No shit?"
"She wanted to talk about your mom," Cile told him.
"You're kidding," Jason said. "She gets so pissed at me when I try to get her
to talk. Has she ever done this with you before?"
"No, never," Cile said. "I was so nervous she would stop, it was like walking
on eggshells. I just held my breath and listened and tried like hell not to act too
concerned."
"Yeah, it's the concern that gets her," Jason said. "It's the giving a shit that
gets her. I once made the mistake of telling her I was worried about her since
she never talked about Mom, and she told me to fuck off."
Cile laughed. "What'd you do?" she asked.
"Beat her with a curtain rod," Jason said. "What do you think? No,
nothing.You do nothing. Death is sacred. Twelve-year-olds can tell you to fuck
off. It's beautiful," he said, and Cile laughed again. There was a pause between
them, and Jason held his breath and told himself over and over that he was OK.
"So what was the party like?" Cile asked then, lightly, but he knew she was
fishing for the root of his reticence and his refusal to meet her eyes.
"Terrible," Jason said, "very high school. Very sad."
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"What did you do the whole time?" his aunt asked, and Jason swallowed.
"Nothing," he said. "Stood on the outskirts and stared at people, tried to
look intense and creepy."
"Did it work?" Cile asked.
''I'm alone, aren't I?" Jason said, and pulled his hands from his pockets,
spread them before him. They were shaking, so he closed them quickly and put
them back down.
"Jasey," his aunt said softly, "are you OK?"
Jason nodded against the couch.
She let it go for a moment, her head turned towards him, and he felt her
gaze like physical touch. He closed his eyes.
"You can talk to me about stuff," she said, gently, "if you need to.You know
that, don't you?"
"Yeah," Jason said.
"Not just about your mom, I mean," she said. "About you. Whatever is
going on with you. If you need to."
Jason hesitated. "Sometimes it's hard," he said, and then trailed off. She
waited. "Sometimes it's hard to extricate myself from her ... enough to make
that distinction," he said slowly, "between what is me and what is her. Do you
know what I mean?"
"Yes, I do," Cile said.
She allowed them to lapse into silence, and Jason, with his eyes still closed,
thought back five years or so to the day of his first kiss. He had skipped his last
class and spent that hour under the bleachers, leaning against the wall, kissing
a girl he had been obsessed with since elementary school. That afternoon, the
second he walked in the kitchen his mother stopped him, squinted a little, and
caught his jaw gingerly with one hand.
"What?" he asked her, nervous, and she smiled with one corner of her
mouth.
"Good day at school, Jasey?" she asked him, and he swallowed, saying
nothing, until she let him go. He slipped past her and towards his bedroom.
"She's lucky, whoever she is," his mother called as he took the stairs two at a
time, and he froze at those words, sweating with shock. She laughed at the
break in his steps and went back to what she was cooking.
It had always been like that with his mother. She was hard-wired directly
into the center of him, uncannily. He knew that if she were alive, she would
look once into his face, his stance, his slouch, and she would know. She would
unravel the silence in his eyes, she would smile and run her thumb down the
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side of his face-she would know.
Cile was close, but she wasn't his mother. She couldn't quite reach him. As
little interest as Jason had in the loss of his virginity being public information,
he longed for that connection, the feeling of being possessed and understood
completely by his mother, or by anyone. For a moment he felt more isolated
than he had since the stark days right after her death. The tears came quick and
sharp, and it took a massive amount of effort to keep them down, but he had
practice. He dug his fingernails into his palms and gritted his teeth so hard he
thought they might crack. The silence in the room was enormous. Jason could
hear his own heart, and, for one wild second, he imagined he could hear Cile's
as well.
When it had passed, Jason breathed normally and turned his head towards
Cile.
''I'm good," he said steadily. "You can take off. I don't want to keep you
out too late or anything."
Cile hesitated and then sighed. She patted his knee and pushed herself off
the couch.
"Thanks for watching them," Jason said. He stood and followed her to the
front hallway.
"You don't have to thank me," she said. "You know that." He helped her
with her coat and opened the door for her. She stood on the porch for a
moment, locked on his eyes, and in her he could see his mother so clearly that
his chest hurt. "I love you, kiddo," she said, and reached for him. He hugged
her, staring over her shoulder at the truck sitting dark and silent in the driveway. His mother's wooden bead necklace pressed against his chest. "I love you
to ridiculous little fucking pieces," Cile said.
"I know. Me too," he murmured, squeezing hard.
"Call me."
"I will."
He watched her drive away, waving once, allowing the tears to well up
when she could no longer see him. In the living room, surrounded by the endless essence of his mother in the dark wood walls, the Indian blanket over the
back of the couch, and the lamp with the tilted red shade, Jason put his hands
to his face and cried.
He checked on Ashley first. She was half out from under her comforter,
but he left her that way, having learned from experience that she would likely
wake if he covered her and berate him for creeping around her room while she
slept. He kissed her forehead three times, softly, retracting immediately when
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she stirred.
Geoffrey was curled into a tight ball under his covers, in the center of the
bed. Jason moved him up so that his head was on the pillow, and his body
uncoiled like a puppy stretching. He made a gentle sound of discontent and
Jason kissed his forehead three times.
"I love you to ridiculous little fucking pieces," he whispered, and Geoffrey
sighed but remained asleep.
In the shower,Jason leaned against the wall, out of the stream of water, and
thought about his mother and about himself. Since her death he had felt closer
to her than ever before; he had come to understand with wrenching clarity her
life-her dedication to her children and the circular pattern of their days,
taking full and terrifying responsibility for them, taking the anxiety and the
sleeplessness and the constant crushing weight. And then without a second
thought he had used all of that, the good truth and integrity of it, to buy a
twenty-minute parking lot fuck from a girl who had not so much as tossed him
a glance on her way back inside the house. In the truck he had stepped down
from the position he had promised both his mother and himself that he would
never relinquish. He had become the brainless male child he might have been
had she lived, a set of hormones wired to a cock, his only thought an arrogant
surety that, the way this girl was moaning as he fucked her, three condoms sure
as hell might not be enough. The feeling of her tight around him and her fingernails in his sides and her nipple in his mouth lingered, and his stomach
churned with shame, and he was stubbornly, involuntarily hard.
Jason jerked off again under the running water and cried as he came. His
shoulder slipped against the wall, and he rammed his forehead into the corner.
He pounded the tile with his fist and all the low-lying self-hatred inside him
rose like bile. For a long moment he stayed still within the squall of it and heard
his words to the girl, I have a truck, again and again, and the fake ring of her
orgasm, and the muted, wet sound of her mouth on his dick. Again and again,
until the water fell cold around him.
He avoided his reflection in the mirror, drying off harshly enough to pink
his entire body. In the darkness of his room he dressed and lay across the bed
on his stomach, his persistent hard-on pressed into the mattress. Outside the
night was absolute, as though his window had been coated with tar. Jason swallowed against the lump in his throat and ran his finger around the rim of his
mother's last teacup, half-filled with 1948 pennies. His obsession had started the
day of her funeral, when he'd found a penny in the pocket of his suit coat that
he hadn't worn in years. He stood in the funeral parlor with his aunt and stared
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at the coin, lying in the flat of his palm.
"Hey, Aunt Cile?"
She answered distractedly.
"What year was Mom born?"
She looked at him and frowned slightly. "1948," she said, and he pressed the
penny between his thumb and middle finger, choking back tears. He nodded
over her head and, when she wasn't looking, placed the penny under his
tongue, where it lay, releasing the taste of blood and metal and age throughout
her entire service.
Jason ran his finger around and around the teacup and thought of this,
thought of his mother somehow guiding the penny to his pocket, thought of
her face just before she died, thought of her last words. Everything in his life
centered around that moment, what she had chosen to give him with her final
few breaths. Every move he made was measured against the weight of it. The
sting of his duplicity was acid as a result of it. His sense of self-worth and selfhatred and right and wrong stemmed from it. These words, and the proximity
of his face to hers, him on his knees next to the couch, and her wasted body
propped on its side so that she could see him. Their eyes locked together and
unblinking, the same dark color, the same short lashes, the same tearing desperation.
"I trust you," she breathed, holding his hand with more strength than he
had thought possible, and he nodded, and he watched her let go.
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Braiding
Keesha Johnson

So A BUNCH OF US WERE SITTING OUT ON THE FRONT PORCH. BOBBY AND T
were playing spades, Janee was playing double Dutch with some girls from
across the street, and I was braiding Bone's hair. Bone was resting between my
legs with his back pressed against me (girl, even then he was almost hitting the
spot!). Everything was normal for a hot day in the city-the spades, the double
Dutch, the loud sounds bumping from someone's car down the street, and of
course the fire hydrant. A bunch of kids were splashing around, playing in it.
Then everyone started instigating with their ooohs and damns when Bobby and
T started roasting on each other-they even talked about each other's mama.
I kind of tuned them out. I was concentrating on Bone's hair.
I love braiding his hair and oiling his scalp. He's so relaxed when he sits
between my legs, his arms thrown over my thighs, and his head leaned back.
It's like physically he totally trusts me. I'll tell you something I've never told
anyone else-when I do it, I feel like in a way I'm making love to him. I don't
know if he feels it too, but I know that I never see him as chill as he is when
I'm braiding his hair. It's funny-I've braided heads in the past, and I've kind
of gone down this road before, and I find it's like an afrodisiac (afrodisiac?), so
I kind of play into that without the guy even really knowing. And with Bone
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it's nice to see him relax a minute and give in to me without me having to
show my titties. I'll give you my technique-but don't go telling your little
Atlanta homegirls, it's a secret weapon, we'll keep it just between us Burton
women.
I start off by slowly unbraiding the old braids. I use the comb with the tiny
teeth to untangle them, and when they get loose I let my fingers completely
unravel them, but I only graze the scalp at this point. When the braids are all
out, I take a scoop full of grease-and not just any grease-I use the grease
with jojoba oil you can find at the beauty supply store, but I mix in the jasmine and rosemary oils that I get from that fancy candle store in your neck of
the woods. I rub it into my hands and run my palms along the top of his head,
down to his neck. I rub him down on the surface like that a coupla times. Then
I massage my hands inside of his hair, still careful not to touch his scalp yet. I
let my fingers linger in his hair for a second, and usually at this point you get
some type of reaction. It's usually pretty subtle, an mmm or a "Damn, girl, these
braids were waiting for you." Little do they realize that I'm working more than
the braids.
Anyway, then I take a wide-tooth comb and slowly comb his hair. (Bone
shits in his seat when I finally touch that scalp!) Then I switch to the small
tooth comb and I start parting his hair. I run the tiny teeth of the comb slowly
along his scalp to carve a nice line down his head. Then I pull a section of hair
and give it a gentle tug. When I do the braid, my grip gets firm-firm but not
rough-just a little added pressure. Bone always slightly inhales at this point. I
continue the gentle part/firm braid combo until the entire head is done.
Then-and this is my favorite part-I dig my finger into the grease and pull
out a little bit. I gently run the grease along his scalp. The sound of that grease
when it hits Bone's scalp is so sexy to me! It's almost a sizzle-like when bacon
is first thrown onto the frying pan. I don't know, is that sexy? Maybe I'm tripping, but it is to me!
Anyway-when I'm done, I lean down to his ear and press my hands on
his shoulders and whisper, ''I'm done, baby." And Bone usually gives me a little
squeeze on my calf and jumps up from between my legs, going back to whatever he was doing before I started. I hate when he leaves so quickly like that.
It's like in an instant all the warmth gets sucked out of my body. But he didn't
do that today. Today, after I whispered in his ear, he turned and looked me in
the eye, thanked me, and then· gave me a kiss-it was not too gentle, and not
too rough-just smooth, as smooth as my fingers in his hair. And he even let it
linger. He's never kissed me like that.
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Grandmother VIII , 2004

Howard Henry Chen has spent the last several years photographing in Vietnam. Most recently, he has photographed his Vietnamese
cousins, from whom he has been separated for thirty years and to whom he has become quite close.
This work was made possible with the support of an Albert P. Weisman Memorial Scholarship and the Helen Fong Oare Award from the
Center for Asian Arts & Media.

Han VI , 2004

Kha and me, 2004.

Han and her monthly haircut, 2004

Tammy IV, 2004

Kha and his champion fighting fish , 2004.

Grandfather, six months after the stroke, 2004.

Han and the T-Shirt I bought her when her mother
asked me to teach her English , 2004.

Hattie
Cynthium Johnson-Woodfolk

THE COINS CLINKED IN THE SLOT AS HATTIE DROPPED IN THE CHANGE AND HIT

her hips hard against the silver bars of the turnstile, sending them flipping violently around once she crammed her body through, listening for the ka-chink
while it spun to a stop. At a quarter past ten on Friday evening, the wooden el
platform looked like a darkened ghost town, nothing but dim light spilling
from the attendant's booth. His head was down, face partially shielded from the
graffiti painted on the Plexiglas, but still she could see, over the tops of his
glasses, the droopy look of his eyes.
He was sitting on a stool reading a book with his chin resting on the palm
of his hand, and underneath the counter, next to his leg below a stack of transfers, was a kerosene heater that gave off red light. His blue uniform jacket was
partially zipped, and once Hattie thumped on the glass with her finger, he
looked up over his glasses.
"Yes?"
"What time is the next train?"
"Later."
"Later?"
She placed her face close to the window and tilted her head. Pressing her
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ear to the grating, she signaled with her hand for him to repeat it again, unsure
if she'd heard him correctly.
"How much later?"
"Later, later," he said, jerking his head in accentuation of his words, jamming a toothpick into the corner of his mouth and picking his teeth with it.
"As in, after the one that just left, later."
He ran his tongue across his lips and stared down at Hattie. The small
woman's head lifted slowly from the grating, and she was squinting so hard that
he could barely see her eyes-they were nothing but slits. She shook her head
in a confused sort of way and mumbled. No coherent words came though, but
he could tell by the way she moved her lips, mouthing the same phrase over
and over, I know that ain't what the nigger just said to me, that she was cursing him
out. She walked over to the turnstile, stopped, thought, folded her arms across
her chest and tapped her finger on her chin, then walked back over to the
booth. She slammed her palm against the glass. He jumped.
"Look, nigger," she said, speaking between clenched teeth, stabbing her
finger at his face. "I ain't no damn Eskimo. I ain't got time to be playing with
you. Now it's ten-fifteen in the goddamn evening and too cold to be standing
out here. So I'm gon ask you again." She lifted her eyebrows while she spoke
and pointed to her wrist. "What time is the next one?"
It was the way he'd answered that made her mad. He knew how dangerous
the neighborhood was, and he sat there sucking his teeth, staring at her with
his left eyebrow lifted. He slid the toothpick from his mouth and used it to
point to his watch, looking at the way she blew into her cold, ashy hands.
"You wanna be tough and get your crazy behind locked up, OK! Slam
your hand on that window again and see if I tell you!"
He towered over the counter. He had to bend his back and lower his head
just to speak through the grating, unlike Hattie whose mouth was perfectly
level with it. The way she pointed and bounced her head, continually backing
away from the booth, easing towards the tracks, told him that if she had the
chance she'd try to rip him apart. She bit her bottom lip and sucked air through
her teeth.

"You got the upper now, nigger," she warned, "but as soon as you come
out of that booth . . ." She didn't finish her sentence, but turned her back to
look down the tracks for the train.
The light on the wooden pole at the far end of the platform was like
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everything else in the neighborhood, fighting and struggling to survive. The
silver-domed casing barely covered the bulb, revealing how it dimmed and
heightened, dimmed and heightened with the whistling of the wind. She was
the only one waiting for the el that night, and when she peered down the
tracks she saw nothing but shining silver rails and blackness.
It was her own fault, she thought. She got off work at six but didn't leave
Brentwood until ten. She knew how unpredictable the trains were but had
stayed late to help Mrs. Schwartz's transition into the Alzheimer's unit. She
wanted to be there when the paramedics brought her in. It was a poorly funded
rehabilitation center for the elderly, and she knew that the craggily old Jewish
woman would be treated as nothing more than a mere package, dropped off by
the paramedics in front of the registration booth and left to lie shivering under
a thin white sheet for hours on a stretcher in the hall, while the mumbling
black nurse behind the counter looked over her glasses and filed her nails.
"If it's too cold," the nurse commented, "keep your honky ass at home. Go
to a center in your own hood."
It was just the way things were.
The night grew cold. Hattie walked to the far end of the platform and
looked down at the street. The brown trench coat was hardly enough to keep
her warm, so she hiked her shoulders to her ears and stamped her feet, looking
down over the railing to the alley. The heavy tops of black garbage bins swung
violently back into the wall and papers whipped and tossed in the wind: gum
wrappers, potato chip bags, envelopes, and diapers. A tinkling beer bottle scuttled down the wet alleyway and stopped underneath a car that was parked in
front of Sugar Ray's Bar-B-Que Ribs.
He was doing good business tonight. Groups of people in twos, threes, and
fours poured out his door rushing to their cars, each carrying on their palms a
hefty grease-stained bag with a large hump on top that showed they had asked
for and bought the white cup of extra sauce.
What I wouldn't give to have a piece cif those ribs now, she thought, shaking her
head, smelling the aroma of the barbeque- and hickory-smoked sauce in the
air. She could almost taste it on her fingers, feel the honey-like sauce on her
hand. She stepped from the railing to check for the train.
The headlight gleamed at the end of the tracks, and it seemed to be a mile
away, but instead of growing closer it remained still, and she couldn't feel any
vibrations under her feet.
Usually when the train was moving, the platform quivered as if hit by a
miniearthquake, and she could see the gum wrappers, rocks, and dirt trembling
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on the tracks, but now it was still and the only thing moving was the wind. She
walked back over to the station and thumped her finger on the glass.
"Hey."The man looked up. "I see a train down there but it don't seem to
be moving."
"And you 're telling me because ..." He circled his hand in the air.
"Because I thought that maybe you could call and find out what the delay
is. I mean, are they working down there or something? Did it do this with the
first one?" Her eyes softened once the attendant rolled his eyes in his head.
"Look, I ain't trying to start no trouble. I just don't wanna be out here no
longer than I have to, if you know what I mean. This ain't exactly Kansas, and
neither you nor I look like Dorothy or Toto."
"Speak for yourself," the man admonished, rolling his eyes over her body,
looking at the tight way the coat fit her chest. "I kind of fancy that damn
Dorothy and you'd make a right fine Toto yourself."
He watched the way her eyes turned into slits and the wind whipped her
hair. She was a light-skinned gray-haired woman with wide hips, and the scars
on her hands told him that she was used to fighting, her knuckles black with
old bruises.
"Now I tried to talk to you nicely, but you wanna play with me," she
began, "and for the life of me I can't tell why. See, it's fine to sit up there and
be a comedian in that booth with that damn heater, but I wonder how funny
you would be if you had to come out here, how much ha-ha-ing and hee-heeing you would do."
She stepped back from the booth and returned to the railing again, looking
down on the street. She hated that damn attendant and wanted to strangle him.
It wouldn't take anything for him to answer and tell her what the delay with
the train was, but naw, he had to get smart and be disrespectful, treat her like
she was a child. If he made the mistake of corning out of that booth before the
train arrived she swore to God she would whup him, beat him half to death
and tear him a whole new a-hole, letting him know what being a comedian
was all about. But the sound of the el corning sustained her, and she could feel
the beginning quivers of the train trembling beneath her feet.
Fifty yards across from her on the opposite side of the tracks stood a man
wearing a large coat. He had the hood pulled over his head so Hattie couldn't
see his face. His hands were jammed into his pockets, and he stood perfectly
still. He didn't check for the train but looked straight across the tracks at Hattie,
who was folded over the railing like a jackknife looking down on the street.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of him lighting a cigarette,
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the golden flicker appearing from behind his cupped hand, followed by a gray
cloud of smoke. She waited until he took a drag to ask him about the time.
"Say! Excuse me, mister, but do you know what time it is? I keep asking
this fool here," she pointed back with her thumb at the attendant sitting in the
booth a few feet away rolling his eyes, "but he don't answer. He's a goddamn
comedian."
The man across the way didn't answer either; he only slid the plastic Bic
lighter back into his chest pocket and blew more smoke into the air, so Hattie
screamed louder, making her voice carry over to the other side of the tracks
and the loud wailing of the train.
" I don't have a watch, so I don't know what time it is. Can you help me?"
He watched her as she moved on the platform, face searching the darkness,
looking for a sign of life. Damn thing must be retarded, she thought. Maybe I

oughta talk slower.
"The time," she yelled, tapping her wrist. "Do you have it?"
He cocked his head to the side like he didn't understand and shrugged his
shoulders, extending his hands in front of him. He was a tall, lanky man who
towered over the North/Northeast 51 st Street sign posted behind him on the
railing, and his bulky fur-trimmed, hooded coat made him look robust, but his
legs were as thin as toothpicks. She jabbed her finger to the side and pointed
down the tracks to the train, yelling over the loud, grinding wheels.
"The train-I wanna know ..."
He peered down the tracks before she could finish. The hood was so large
that it seemed to swallow his face, shifting whenever he moved his head.
"Never mind," Hattie shouted, throwing her hands in the air. "Maybe I
don't need to know the time." Maybe God's trying to punish me, she thought,
'cause I don't know what's worse, this damn clown over here or the decif retard over there.
Blue sparks spat from the grinding wheels of the train and rained needlelike sparkles on the street. The platform rumbled. The attendant looked up
from his booth and dropped his head again once the man across the way jacked
his sleeve and looked at his wrist. There was a sparkle from his watch, and
Hattie could see the way the gold nuggets shimmered. What the hell?
"Is that yo' t,t,t,t,t,t,t,t,t,train?" he stammered out, pointing at the nearing
el with a jerk of his head. It was only a small distance away and Hattie could
see the light growing closer, breaking its way through the darkness.
"Is that what y,y,y,y,y,you were w,w,w,w,w,w,w,waitin' on?"
She slowly stepped back. There was something about the way he spoke,
something about the way he moved, that made her nervous, and while he
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talked, Hattie tried to remember where they'd met before, the stuttering
familiar, a hint of southerness left in his city slang. He puffed at the cigarette
and extended his arms before him, palms rising as if levitating.
"Aw, why you wanna be like that, Ms. Hattie? Don't you know me
n,n,n,no mo '?"
.
He cooed like a baby and the subtle cock of his head suddenly made it
clear, so goddamned clear why he didn't understand, why he hadn't told her
the time, why he'd kept his hood up. It was Hesitate, Chaps's skinniest
henchman in the Stones gang, and they had met just a few weeks before on a
Sunday when Chaps and his boys were trying to rob the church.
She had been sitting in the fifth pew, four rows back from the door,
enjoying the loud organ and the singing of the choir, when Chaps and his boys
came barreling down the aisle. Two of them immediately rushed the pulpit,
overtaking the three deacons as soon as they stood up from their chairs, while
Chaps pointed a gun at the reverend's head, snatching him by the collar of his
robe, jerking him like a child. The choir, which sat on an angle three stairs
down from the raised pulpit, backed towards the wall as the organist stumbled
over his bench. There were gasps and cries of "Lawd, have murcy" from the
congregation, while others covered their mouths with hankies. One of Chaps's
boys along the left side of the wall noticed the organist scurrying, dragging his
butt, using his hands and feet like a spider backing towards the choir. The boy
rushed to the front and pointed a gun in his face, stopping him midmotion.
"If I was you I'd show me where them collection plates is." He pulled back
on the trigger, and the sweating organist motioned with his head at the front
pew and the table sitting in the center of the aisle. Four of Chaps's boys were
already moving along the wall on the left side of the church toward the front,
gathering the collection plates. They passed them out to the four moving along
the right, as Hesitate stood in the center of the aisle watching with his hands
on his hips. They were all dressed in black jeans suits with red bandanas for
headbands. Hesitate wore his like Aunt Jemima and motioned with his head for
them to start collecting.
They were a well-oiled machine as they collected from the congregation,
each taking his own row. Chaps motioned for Hesitate to collect from the
people down the center, taking care of the inside aisles himself. Hattie watched
him move, shimmying the plate in people's faces while they gave him their wallets and purses. He wanted their jewelry, too, and pointed to it with his head.
"T-take that w,w,w,w,watch off, too. A n,n,n,n,n,nigger like me can sport
that." Hesitate approached Hattie with the plate, using it to point to the purse next
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to her on the seat.
"Y,Y,Y,Y,Yo turn," he stammered out, shimmying it in front of her face.
"Open it up and m,m,m,m,make a d,d,d,donation."
The woman next to her bent without thinking and reached down to the floor
to slide her purse from underneath the seat. He reached over Hattie and lodged the
plate against the woman's arm, thumping his hand beneath his chest pocket.
"I wouldn't do that ifI was you," he warned, not paying attention to Hattie
who worked her fingers on the left side of the pew and slowly balled the material of her dress in her hand. She kept her gaze fixed on the boys collecting
from the people in front, and when she felt the band of her stockings and the
knot she'd tied on the left side to serve as a garter, she slid her fingers underneath and fished for the raised etchings on the handle of the switchblade she
kept nestled close to her thigh. Hesitate's chest was level with her chin, stomach
just inches above her lap, so that when the woman next to her eased back, nervously withdrawing her shaking hand, he didn't see how fast Hattie removed
the blade but felt the swoop of her right arm once it circled the air and
clamped heavily around his neck, pulling him off balance to her lap, sending
the plate full of dollars, coins, and jewelry tumbling to the floor.
"Keep still!" she demanded.
He squirmed like a fish and struggled to get free, his face buried in the
voluptuousness of her breast. He could smell the scent of flowers and mothballs tingling his nostrils, rising from her dress. She held him firmly and pressed
the blade to his neck, watching the way the woman next to her leaned to the
side, her wig knocked sideways by his flailing arms. Hattie ducked and dodged,
pressing the blade deeper into his neck.
"One of us gon meet God tuhday," she whispered, speaking between
clenched teeth, struggling to hold him still. "Guess which one it is."
"L,L,L,L,Let me go!"
His legs worked futilely, kicking against the carpet. From where Chaps
stood it looked as if he was drowning, swinging his arms into the backs and
heads of the people in front of him in an attempt to fight his way to safety.
They ducked and leaned, covering their heads with their hands. Hattie gritted
her teeth and exerted more pressure; she felt the warmth of his breath on her
breast.

"If I was you I'd keep still," she said, tightening the muscle in her forearm
so that it felt like a hundred-pound press against the side of his neck, '"Fore
these convulsions of mine kick in and I accidentally decapitate you. And there
won't be no need for no afterlife, 'cause if you mess around and bleed all over
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my dress I'll kill you again." The boy's body tensed and fell still at the sound of
Chap's voice.
"Who the hell is that back there?" He nudged the reverend to the side,
sending him stumbling into the deacons' hands, and stepped down from the
podium. He searched the congregation, walking down the middle aisle. "We
got ourselves a vigilante? Somebody wanna die?" He held his palms out to the
side and stopped his boys from moving once he saw it was Hattie.

"Chill."
His word was law. He walked partway up the aisle and stopped once she
lifted her eyes. The hefty woman's nose was scrunched as if in a growl, and she
bared clenched teeth. She cocked her head slowly and looked at him from a
sideways glance.
"01' Hattie," Chaps said, folding his arms across his chest, rubbing his chin.
"Fancy meeting you here. I guess they let anybody in church." And he turned
to both sides to face his boys, smiling while they laughed. "What?You got tired
of hanging out in the hood?" He licked his lips, and she pressed the blade
deeper into the boy's neck. A trickle of blood dripped on her dress.
"I got tired of niggers like you." Her lips moved slowly when she spoke
and quickly returned to their growling position. She had a deep, rumbling
voice. "I just want out of here and if I have to take one of yours with me ..."
she shot her eyes down to the boy, then up again to Chaps, "then I'll send him
to his Maker. Now call off your boys."
She felt the boy jerk, and a bloody, meaty gash opened in his neck. He
winced, and Chaps extended his hands.
"You think I care what happens to him?" He heard the boy moan and like
a child he whimpered at her breasts.
"Don't leave me here Ch,Ch,Ch,Chaps. W,W,W,We boys! Sh,sh,sh,sh,she
crazy!"
"Nigger, stop crying!" Chaps screamed out, slapping the air with his hand.
"You ain't no punk!"
He motioned to the door with his head, and the boys lined along the walls
on both sides moved towards it, creating a block across the entrance, keeping
their eyes on the congregation. Chaps kept Hattie in his gaze.
"What you gon' do if I don't let you out?" He smiled at her and pointed
to the struggling, bleeding boy with his head. "I can get more of him any day."
"Then that's what you gon' hafta do, 'cause when I'm finished with him,
I'm coming after you." She lifted her eyebrows and nodded her head. Chaps
spread his arms before him.
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"You go ahead and do what you feel you gotta do, but as soon as you step
out them doors ..." He didn't finish his sentence, but left her holding Hesitate
in the church with the blade pressed against his neck. It was a standoff, and
that's why Hattie did what she did, tightening her grip around his neck,
pressing the blade down until the policemen arrived. By that time, he'd already
lost feeling in his neck.
The train rumbled loudly down the track, and Hattie watched as Hesitate
pointed the orange light of the cigarette her way, blowing smoke into the air.
"Don't act like you don't r,r,r,r,r,r,r,re member 'cause you know what's
comin' d,d,d,d,d,do n't you? You ain't got so many w,w,w,w,words now, do
you?"
Hattie ran to the attendant's booth and banged hard on the glass, striking
and looking back, striking and looking back. The attendant rolled his eyes and
threw up his hand, shooing her away. She banged again, BAM,BAM, BAM, following the motion of Hesitate's hand as he flicked the cigarette on the track.
But still the attendant shooed her away, turning to the side to face the turnstile.
"Look, mister, this is for real! I need some help! Get on that phone and call
for some damn help!"
"Yeah, yeah, lady," the attendant said, still reading his book, not looking
back. "You need help. The damn train's not coming, whoop, it is coming, but
not fast enough, right?You want it to come faster, want me to get on the phone
and call for it to come faster."
"No, you don't understand!" Her hand was a hammer on the glass as
Hesitate watched, blowing smoke into his cold, cupped hands, laughing at the
desperate woman, mocking her banging on the glass. Her voice carried over to
the platform where he stood. It was barely audible, covered by the roaring
train. He could only catch a few phrases: "Mister, please" and ''I'm not joking."
"He's gonna blow both of us away!" she screamed.
"Yeah, yeah," the attendant commented. "Blow us both away if I don't call.
Look, why don't you just go away and wait on the train?"
"He's gonna kill us, goddammit! "
She slammed her fist against the window once more, hoping to break it.
The attendant jammed his face against the glass. His eyes were wide and angry.
"Get yo' crazy ass away from this window 'fore I throw you in front of the
train!"
"Nigger, listen!" she screamed out.
"Git!" he retorted.
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She backed away from the booth shaking her head, disbelief in her eyes.
"He's got a gun," was all she could say. "He's got a goddamn gun."
She looked at the exit turnstile. It was only a few inches away, and if she
could move fast enough to get through the bars and run just beyond it down
the stairs, she'd have a better chance to fight him in the dark. All she needed
was to get to the dark.
The train was like a raging bull rumbling down the tracks. Its vibrations
sent the light on the end of the platform to swinging and clanging into the
post; its headlamps flashed, illuminatin g Hattie's body as she plowed into the
turnstile, hitting her stomach against the silver bars. But before she could negotiate the turnstile and start the long descent downstairs, Hesitate slid his hand
down into his pocket, and in one quick motion extended his arm, extracting a
shiny nickel-pla ted gun. Sparks flew from the barrel, and pops like firecrackers
on the Fourth ofJuly rang out, four loud, popping sounds that sliced a section
of the night and made the people below at Sugar Ray's lift their heads in the
direction of the train.
The attendant looked up. He saw Hattie wedged between the bars, and the
following pop, pop, made him dive off the stool and cover his head. He cowered
beneath the counter on the floor, folding into fetal position, crashing into the
heater, burning his arm. He heard two last shots before it stopped, mixing with
the tortured squeal of the slowing train.
Hattie heard the train as it pulled up to the tracks, the sound of the brakes
letting out air, shhhh, coming to a bucking stop. A bullet grazed the attendant's
station, scraping a corner of the glass. The next ripped through Hattie's flesh
and her shoulder bone. She reached out and felt the cold bars against her hand,
then a searing pain that raced through her arm. There was an explosion in her
leg, a burning, searing muscle spasm that quivered in her right thigh. She felt
warm trickles of blood run down her ankle and ease into her shoes, streaking
her stockings with thick crimson stains. Then another explosion ripped
through her flesh on the left side of her stomach, and blood, red, warm, and
thick, seeped from the inside, slowly soaking her coat. While the cold air blew,
she gasped and shivered as if her nerves had suddenly come alive, for she felt
the sting of a thousand volts burning at once, radiating a pain so intense
through her body that she couldn't feel the cold anymore, nor the rumbling of
the train beneath her feet,just the sound of the doors once they flapped open,
then the loud operatic yowl of the woman who dropped her shopping bags
while stepping out onto the platform.
"Awwww, Lord have mercy!"
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Hattie's inner thigh quivered of its own free will, and it took all the
strength she had just to turn her head to the side to see the attendant banging
on the glass, with a black two-way radio jammed to his ear. He saw her head
jerking, her mouth moving like a fish's gasping for air, taking quick breaths. A
clear stream of mucus rolled from her nostrils and streaked across her pink,
quivering lip. She stared at him as if he wasn't there, her forehead deeply wrinkled, eyes seeing her own image in the reflection of the glass. The bright lights
and open doors of the train were just behind her head, but she couldn't see
them; she couldn't see the orange seats and vertical silver poles. She was so close
to the attendant's window that if it weren't for the glass he could have reached
out and touched her.
He banged on it, screaming as loudly as he could words she could barely
hear, his frantic face slowly disappearing from view.
''I'm calling somebody now! Jesus! I'm trying to get some help now!
Goddammit, don't you die on me! Hold on! You hear me? Hold on!"
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Ghost House
Jona Whipple

WALTER HOWARD'S FINGERS FLUTTERED ACROSS THE TOP OF HIS SUITCASE,

fumbling with the snapping locks. The taxicab whipped in and out of traffic
loopholes, sped through red lights. He tried to ignore the driver's scratchy
music, his attempts at small talk. Walter Howard hated taking cabs; being so
close to the driver made his palms itch. But a cab was what they had sent for
him, so a cab was what he took.
It was drizzly and cool as he stepped out of the cab and paid the driver.
The streets were wet, and the trees were dropping the last bits of moisture from
their leaves, framing the cloudy white and gray sky with their drooping,
fenced-in bodies. The trees didn't say anything just then, but Walter Howard
knew he would be hearing their talk all night long. The street was in a neighborhood Walter Howard was not familiar with; his old home had been across
town in a third-floor studio apartment with rats scratching at the trash cans on
the fire escape to keep him company at night. He looked up at the fine brick
building and its warm, yellow windows, the smell of clean rain everywhere, the
sounds of children coming home from school, and wondered how he would
ever get to sleep. He fished the key from his trench-coat pocket with cold fingers and approached the door, tapped his foot in the elevator, and let himself
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into his new apartment on the twenty-eighth floor. The alien furniture and soft
carpeting made his stomach turn, so he sat at the kitchen table and covered his
face with his hands, trying to remember the life he'd been living hours ago.
The Qings had liked Walter Howard from the start. He responded to their
ad in the Sunday personals with a polite letter requesting an interview. The
other applicants had phoned, and though this was the method of contact suggested in the article, the Qings still considered it somewhat intrusive and forward, and appreciated the simple gesture that was Walter Howard's short letter.
They read it over and over again, finally deciding that his quiet way was something that their daughter would have liked. They wrote back to him designating the time of the interview, and Mrs. Qing slept peacefully for the first
time in months.
On the day they met Walter Howard, the Qings had already interviewed
two other suitors for their deceased daughter. Both interviews had been disappointing, the first man smiling and joking, pointing at pictures of Nguyen and
asking "Is this her? Is this her?" as if the purpose of the meeting was to discuss
a high-school party date. The second interview was cut short, for the man
found it hard to sit through Mrs. Qing's description of her daughter's wishes,
as expressed through Mrs. Qing's dreams. The man worried the Qings by continually asking, "And how many rooms in the apartment? Central air? Is trash
included in the paid utilities?"The Qings had labored under the delusion that
it would be easy to find an honest bachelor who would marry and stay faithful
to their deceased daughter while enjoying her dowry. When Walter Howard
walked through their door, their fears were put to rest.
He did not smile or laugh. He did not point or ask questions. He simply
sat across from them with his hands folded and listened to every word they said,
nodding politely when it was appropriate. Mrs. Qing wiped her weathered and
swollen eyes as she told him in great detail of the dreams her daughter sent to
her from the spirit world, expressions of her loneliness and longing for a mate.
She described the outstretched hands, the tear-streaked face. Mr. Qing patted
his wife's knee and stared at the floor, his own tear-swollen face wiped dry for
the sake of their company. To Walter Howard, the Qings looked like great
bone-white fish on a couch; they looked wrung out and dried. Walter Howard
hated fish, and had to concentrate very hard to keep from feeling cold slime on
his hands where the Qings had touched him.
Mr. Qing started to explain the practice of ghost marriages, but Walter
Howard politely uttered, "I am familiar with the practice." The Qings had been
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explaining it to bachelors day after day for weeks, and were very pleased with
Walter Howard's knowledge of the subject. They were relieved not to hear,
"And if I take a mistress, is the rent still free? A man must have his release." A
few of the suitors had even been so bold as to ask how Nguyen Qing had died,
but Walter Howard had no need to ask. Walter Howard was a great collector of
obituaries, and spent his free hours maintaining his scrapbooks full of death
notices and front-page tragedies.When he was not at work,Walter Howard was
in his dimly lit kitchen poring over his compilation of earthly departures.
Nguyen's sudden death from an aneurysm shocked the people of the quiet,
upscale community, and people still shook their heads with disbelief over the
subject. Her death awed Walter Howard, who smiled excitedly as he cut out
every snippet of newsprint on the subject and glued them down into his book,
carefully framing each piece with a border. His favorite image was the one that
showed rows and rows of feet standing by the fountain in the park, only partially blocking the sight of Nguyen's jogging shoes on the end of a stretcher,
her slender ankles turned in. He marveled at the idea of being alive one
moment and then suddenly very, very dead. He dragged his book out every
night, wiped the brown cover carefully with a dust rag, and opened it to a clean
yellow page. At night, he searched that morning's paper, which he picked up
on the corner of Hamilton Street by the deli every morning at seven-thirty, for
the interesting and astonishing, for any little thing that caused a stir in him. One
evening, he cut out an ad searching for bachelors who wished to be a part of
a ghost marriage. A hot flush of blood surged through his chest as he read on,
for he saw Nguyen in it even before he read her parents' names.
The Qings were impressed by Walter Howard. They were curious about his
background. He satisfied them with a few simple facts but kept most details out
of their reach. He had been born in the city, his parents were deceased, he had
never married. He did not drink or smoke or enjoy any of the other vices that
so many young bachelors proclaimed to need. He lived a modest life on a
modest salary, as the Qings could determine from the shine on the fabric of his
pants stretched over his round knees, from the paleness of his skin peeking out
from his buttoned cuffs and collar. They were especially curious as to the origins ofWalter Howard's family, but as it was rude to ask about ancestors and
lineage, they refrained from questioning him and settled into believing what
made them most comfortable.
The Qings liked Walter Howard because they mistook his silent nature for
inner peace; they did not know that inside Walter Howard there raged a war all
the time, a battle which tossed and charged most violently at the very moment
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of their meeting with him. He loathed clocks and timers, anything at all that
featured digital numbers or moving hands or any kind of ticking sound. Any
device which marked the passing of time, backward or forward, caused a torrent of discomfort in him, which felt quite like a swarm of angry bees trapped
beneath his skull, climbing with their sharp, jointed legs across his soft brain.
And of course, the Qings were great collectors of antiques, especially clocks,
which covered the walls and tables of the large sitting room, ticking and
whirring as Walter Howard sank lower and lower into the too-soft chair in the
center of the room. Mr. and Mrs. Qing wore several rings on their fingers, and
the thought of the cold metal made Walter Howard's spine clamp and
straighten uncontrollably. The background of the interview was peppered with
buzzers and ringing sounds, upon most of which one of the Qings would
excuse themselves to take a pill or to remove something from the oven. The
Qings seemed, to Walter Howard, to be mechanical creatures, their every
movement programmed on a timer as they lurched about their apartment on
designated tracks. Walter Howard seemed, to the Qings, to be a perfect match
for their daughter, and they had chosen him even before he made it home,
where he lay in the dark listening to his own breath, the threadbare trench coat
wrapped tightly around his shivering self.
At first, Walter Howard did not know what to do with more than just one
room. He lived only in the bedroom and the kitchen, though the apartment
boasted four other rooms that teased his eyes as he made the sojourn back and
forth across the hall to the bathroom. At first, he did not know what to do with
the $116,000 of malpractice dowry money the Qings had put into a bank
account with his name on it. He would never have to pay rent or bills again,
and he hardly ever bought anything but underwear, socks, and groceries. He
did not own a car and was never frivolous. It would take someone like Walter
Howard two lifetimes to spend Nguyen's dowry, and knowing that the money
just sat there in the bank under his name made it hard for him to chew his food
or unclench his fists at times. At first, he did not know what to do without his
job. Since he was about to get fired before the Qings informed him of their
decision, he decided to just stop going. Weeks before, he had stopped turning
in end-of-the-week reports on the working order of the systems under his
maintenance. Walter Howard had lost all care for computers and their parts;
mostly he just sat in his cubicle and waited for things to happen. At the time,
quitting had seemed like the best choice, but every day at nine o'clock sharp
Walter Howard longed for the numbing safety of smallness, the quiet, low-fre-
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quency hum of his computer screen, the ringing of phones far in the distance.
In his new home, the phone never rang. The mail never stopped, though.
Walter Howard received more circulars than he ever had before; he guessed
that the reason was his location. He had moved up in the world of urban life
and was now receiving grocery fliers, auto-insurance pamphlets, and datingservice cards. One day, he received his wedding certificate in the mail, in a certified envelope. All of these things he put into the drawer in the kitchen,
beneath the plastic tray that held the silverware. Every Sunday, there came a
card from Mr. and Mrs. Qing, to which he replied each Monday at six o'clock
at the kitchen table, with one light on and the curtain shut. Things going well,
he would write, Nguyen and I very happy. Has the heat bill been paid? We are still

feeling winter.
Walter Howard was trying his best to settle into his choppy routine. He was
unhappy and sometimes so nervous that the only calmness he found was in
riding the subway train back and forth across its route for hours. He sat in his
seat in the back where there was no danger of anyone sliding in next to him
and sitting too close. He stared straight ahead and clutched his suitcase full of
obituaries and imagined what it would be like never to have to go back to anything. Walter Howard longed for the thundering noise that would be the train
slamming into a wall, the crashing excitement of death beating down on so
much metal and flesh.
Strangely, Walter Howard would not find peace until something came
along to shatter his idea of what it really was. He had failed at creating order
in his new life; he no longer had the stability he had felt when he lived alone
in the dark one-room apartment in the city. Walter Howard was :fighting to
breathe in a new world with far too much open space for one man to handle.
He tried to close rooms off from himself, tried to make things smaller in the
apartment. One night the hugeness was just too much for Walter Howard, and
it began to scream in his ears like the fire trucks next door to his old apartment. His only escape was the closet, which he had never before opened, lining
his shoes and clothes up against the walls of the bedroom instead. For the first
time, he threw open the bedroom closet door and made ready to slam it behind
him and dive into the back corner where nothing but silence and dark would
touch him. Something stopped Walter Howard in his tracks, and he could only
lean into the closet with his jaw open and stare.
Inside, a rack of dresses swayed in the blast of air that rushed in as Walter
Howard opened the doors. Their plastic dry-cleaner's coverings were punched
with the blast and made a crackling noise. For a long time, he stood and stared
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at the dresses, longing to touch one but not daring to lift his hand. The swaying
stopped, and they all hung on their bar in front of him, staring at him with their
buttons and straps and collars. He slammed the door shut again, wishing to get
away from their stares, but the sound of their plastic coverings crackling
reminded him that they deserved respect. In a thrust of emotion not characteristic of the old Walter Howard, the emerging Walter Howard threw open
both wide doors of the closet. He then ran into the kitchen and stayed there
until dark, when he ran back in only to jump into bed and cover himself, shivering with sweat.
Walter Howard stood in front of the closet again the next morning. The
dresses stood still and quiet in front of him, and with a shaky hand, he reached
in and pulled out the most silent dress of all. She was a long dark burgundy
dress with black buttons in a line down her front. The emerging Walter Howard
studied the dress and tried to decide if Nguyen had worn it. The Qings had
placed one picture of her on the mantle in the living room, where the old
Walter Howard had been too afraid to venture. The emerging Walter Howard
crept into the living room, dress draped over his arm, and stared at the picture
on the mantle. He thought his dead wife was beautiful for a woman, but he
had never cared to judge the beauty of a woman before. Her palm held her
chin and her fingers rested on her face, covering half of her mouth and nose,
a sly look in her eyes as if she was about to laugh at something. He could see
the top of her jeans and all of her black sweater, and from that Walter Howard
decided that his wife had never worn the dress; if she had, it had been to the
funeral of an old relative. He decided that Mrs. Qing had most likely selected
it when stocking the apartment to create the ambience of a woman for him.
The new Walter Howard appreciated the gesture and the dress itself, and
from then on, he was not without it when he was at home. In his mind, Walter
Howard began to stock the dress with a body.
The dress went with him to get the mail, the dress helped him write back
to her parents each Monday at four o'clock at the kitchen table with no lights
on and the curtains open. The dress sat draped across a chair next to him as he
ate. The dress lay next to him in bed at night. She lay on top of the covers and
the new Walter Howard lay beneath. He was not sure how to sleep with a wife's
clothing. His nights were plagued with endless questions. Should she be below
the blankets next to him? Should she remain on top? Should the shoulders
touch the pillow, or did she sleep lower? How could a dress sleep on its side?
The oversized dress just lay there, flat and empty, a rag to flatten with heat, to
hang. She never said anything, her mouth closed with those big black buttons.
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She constantly shrugged with her big puffed sleeves but never said "I don't
know," or "I don't care." He lay next to her, knowing only that she had to be
there next to him; he did not feel right without her anymore. Sometimes, he
slid to the bottom of the bed and lifted her top layers, climbed up to just below
her waistline, and rested his head. Sometimes, he climbed up further and placed
his lips on the neckline, performing his idea of what a kiss must be like.
Sometimes, Walter Howard kneeled above the dress and closed his eyes.
Beneath him, a solid white hip filled the curve of the bodice. Knees like doorknobs touched his sides and he did not push them away or feel tainted by the
contact. Sometimes, Walter Howard shuddered above his wife, then fell on top
of her and pressed his face into her neckline, breathing heavily.
Every morning while the dress slept, Walter Howard quietly opened the
closet door to collect his brown ties, black socks. The other dresses swung and
smiled at him approvingly. It was a sight that comforted him much. He still
rode the train every day, but now he did not wish for it to crash into things.
The new Walter Howard rode the train because of the people on it, the woman
with the scarred cheek, the man dressed as Jesus with his little wooden cross
prop, the children eating barbecue chips and staring at the man who looked at
the rows of train passengers and saw a congregation to preach to. Walter
Howard grew used to the idea of actually looking at people when he realized
that he would never see most of them again, and most of them would never
again see him. Faces and bodies became less menacing to Walter Howard, and
soon he was moving his suitcase so that people could sit in the seat next to him,
and soon he was saying things like, "Excuse me," and "Would you like to sit
down?"The new Walter Howard still hated stepping on wet leaves and washed
his hands more than was necessary. He still covered his face with his hands if
he felt that too many eyes were looking at it. The new Walter Howard still
hated the sound of running water and bathed at the sink with a rag. But the
new Walter Howard had a wife, a family, a dim sketch of what wellness must
be like, everything that the old Walter Howard had never wanted.
The bounty of good things that opening the closet had brought persuaded
Walter Howard to go further. He began to open curtains in the apartment,
pulled the cords and drew back the heavy drapes and stood behind the accumulated folds to peek out at the world. Things were smaller from the twentyeighth floor of a high rise than they were from the third. The last window he
dared to open was the bedroom window, and he only opened that one because
he thought that the dress might want to see the rooftop next door. There was
a small penthouse building across from the apartment, and the owner of the top
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floor had grown a beautiful garden on the roof, which Walter Howard often
held his limp little burgundy wife up to see. At night, the rooftop was lit with
candles and tiny Christmas lights; during the day, it was lit with pink blossoms
and creeping ferns. For Walter Howard, it was also lit by the gardener.
She came out every night after nine o'clock to relax after work and tend
to her plants. The first time he caught a glimpse of her, he turned off the lights
and stared across at her for hours. Sometimes he stood in front of the bare
window to watch; other times he hid behind the curtain. Her hair was the
color of licking flames, her hands long and delicate, paper-colored, from what
Walter Howard could see, unless they were covered with soil. She was a thin
and willowy creature, and Walter Howard began to wonder if her body was
hollow, if she was as light as a bird and maybe planning on flying across to
brighten up his drab little burgundy cage with fire red and forest green. He
took great pleasure in these thoughts, in watching her and wondering about
her, until he turned away from the window one night and saw the dress lying
on the bed, frowning with her button mouth. That night, and every night after,
the dress would not look at him, and Walter Howard tried to make it up to her
by chasing thoughts of the gardener from his mind, but the gardener would not
go away, and the dress was unhappy.
Weeks passed, and Walter Howard's guilty obsession festered like a wound.
The gardener began spending more time on her roof as the weather got
warmer and warmer, looking out onto the city and drinking coffee in the
morning, lightly touching her plants. At night she read books and wrote letters, sealed the envelopes with a tongue like a soft barb. When it rained, she
pulled a canopy out from the wall and enjoyed the sweet summer air from
beneath it. When it rained, Walter Howard found it hard to see the gardener
through the water coursing down the window pane, and on these rainy days
he squinted and struggled to find her light. Walter Howard had become
infected with the gardener. Sometimes he caught himself licking the cold
window, ignoring the bitterness to imagine what a woman's soft belly might
taste like. Sometimes, he pressed a palm against it, imagining what the smooth
cool flesh stretched over a shin bone might feel like.
The dress watched from the bed across the room. Each night, she watched
Walter Howard's back as he pressed himself against the window and sewed fragments of arms and legs together in his mind, piecing together another, more
pleasing, dress. Walter Howard could feel her behind him and could not ignore
the stings of her frowns. The dress refused to look at her husband, threatened
with her puffed sleeves to tell her parents of his behavior in the next card.
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He was torn like wet silk between his wife and the gardener, the threads
on each side of him reaching to pull himself back together somehow. He did
not wish to be unfaithful to the dress. He was deeply sorry that he was causing
her pain, for she had been the one to drag him out, to show him life and how
warm it could be sometimes. She had been the one to lie next to him smelling
so nice, the one whom he had sworn to love and be faithful to forever. She had,
over time, become more than a simple garment, a stained piece of fabric. The
dress had touched him, cradled him, spent many an intense moment beneath
his tentative, shaking body. But she had made him wish for more. Her emptiness, immobility, and tomblike silence had all made him happy at first, but now
the loneliness crept in. He longed for someone with arms made of flesh that
could wrap around things, grow life between. He longed for eyes that did not
loosen on their threads and fall out, needing replacements. He longed for
shoulders that smelled like skin, sloped white shoulders that moved themselves up and down, a mouth that could say, "I don't know," or "I don't care,"
or the one thing he did not know the sound of when it slid from a woman's
lips, "Love me." He longed for a real companion, for years of"Yes," and "No."
He longed to know what someone wanted from him, and the dress would
never tell.
He looked for a nearby department store in the phone book. He put on
the old brown trench coat and slipped the address into the pocket. It was dark
outside, but the store was still open when he got there. He passed the rows and
rows of things, didn't quite know where to look first, but finally he found the
Sporting Goods section. Golf clubs and fishing rods looked at him like old men
with opinions but nothing to say. He ignored the tents and shiny hooks that
pointed at him, basketballs and weights that would not look him in the eye,
until he came to the binoculars. He picked up a cheap pair and looked through
them, but the focus wasn't what he wanted. Shakily, he picked up the most
expensive pair and turned the dial. They were perfect. He headed to the front
of the store with the binoculars, pleased with his decision. He would be able
to read her books and letters over her shoulder, study the plants she grew, and
maybe rent a book from the library to learn a little bit about them. Excitement
overcame him, but guilt stopped him where he stood. He did not make it to
the register with the binoculars. He passed the women's clothing section and
the solemn stares of the dresses reminded him that he had a wife, he was married to a life that was not there, but he was married all the same. He decided
that it was not right to spy on the neighbor. He would do something bold for
once in his life. He decided not to pretend anymore, he had to be with her
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instead of just staring at her. He had to kneel in front of her, talk to her, tell her
what was going on inside of him that was defeating his soul, ask for her forgiveness. There was only one thing he could buy in the department store that
would allow him to do that. He put the binoculars back, careful to leave them
in the exact place he had found them, the little circular depressions on the
binocular display acting as his guides.
Walter Howard left no note. His quiet corpse swung from the soft rope tied
to the bar in the closet next to the dresses. He had thoughtfully spread a sheet
beneath his body so that whoever found him would only have to cut him
down and roll him in the sheet without having to touch him. The Qings knew
something was wrong when they stopped receiving their weekly cards, but they
didn't think his death was anything to cry over. They paid for a small funeral,
and relatives nodded and smiled because the ghosts were finally together. As is
the tradition, his things were burned on a windy day, so that the smoke could
carry them to him. The dress went up in a slow, climbing flame, its shoulders
filling with the heat, arms lifting to the sky, buttons flashing in the flame as if
searching for something before melting into dull, lusterless eyes, misshapen by
the heat and so suddenly disconnected from the structure of the body.
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Star
Heather Davis

SATURDAY NIGHT.

Instead of telling her.
It's been seven months since I first discovered my mother's secret, a secret
kept as tired and dark as the half-moons under her eyes. Quiet, hidden. But I
found it, seven months ago, and I've been trying to tell her ever since. Every
Saturday night I've rehearsed the wrath I intend to unleash on her, and every
Sunday morning, when I see her slumped over in a kitchen chair, face down
in her cracked hands, elbows begging the table to hold her up long enough for
one more drink ... I just can't do it. I come close, sometimes-so close-to
telling her that I know everything she never wanted me to know. That all these
late night dates are with men she'll never talk about, men she'll spend the rest
of her life trying to forget, just a mob of sweat-soaked faces in the angry neon
light, a bunch of calloused fingers holding out singles.
I saw you, I want to tell her. Saw you naked and writhing like you had no
shame, like every last decent part of you could be bought with dollar bills, piece
by piece of you gone into the shadows, to this guy over there, that guy over in
the corner, someone drooling at the stage. Pieces of you dropping away until
there's nothing left but enough money to get you through another week of
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numbness, pieces of you no one cares about once you're gone, once they leave
and go home to their wives and kids, pieces scattered on the filthy goddamn
floor, swept up into a dustpan and tossed out with the rest of the garbage.
I want to tell her, and I come so close, so goddamn close. But I never do.
Maybe I open my mouth, the breath of the words parting my heaving lips, but
they get lost somewhere in the silence of things. Or maybe I don't even get
that far, I just clamp down, hold it in for fear that it will slip out just when I'm
not expecting it, when I'm not prepared to look her in the eyes and watch her
break apart that way.
Seven months of silence, of almost-sound, everything just on the edge of
my trembling lips, everything burning and twisting into hot, licking flames of
fury somewhere deep inside my core. It can't go on this way.
But I'll never be able to tell her.
And that-that right there-is why I'm here. It somehow seems easier if
you don't have to put words to it, if you can simply show your face, let her see
it, a pair of familiar eyes in the crowd.
Seven months since I've walked through these doors, since that first and
only time, until now. It was a mistake, really. I was drunk. Lance was drunk. My
twenty-first birthday. We somehow ended up here. Could have been anywhere,
anyone. But it was us, and it was her, and then seven months of carrying around
a baby that will have his eyes, and carrying around the image of my mother's
naked, sun-scorched flesh, carrying around these secrets, neither of them
knowing.
But tonight. Tonight, she'll know.
One secret is enough to bear.
Club Diamond is one of those really seedy places that ironically seems all
glitter and glam from the outside: cutout billboard showgirls towering like perverse gods in silver sequins over the outskirts of the gravel lot, promising manna
in the form of silicone and skin; the flashy "LIVE GIRLS" marquee glowing
hot and white against the backdrop of night. But on the inside, once you get
past the useless baldheaded bouncer with the broken front tooth and faded
heart tattoos, it's all harsh neon and strangling smoke, barren wood-paneled
walls and unshaved men in flannel. The women here look nothing like the billboard. They're not showgirls-they're drug addicts, hopeless barely legal
dropouts, middle-aged women who date guys they meet at truck stops at four
in the morning. Women like my mother: broken, emptied out, numb. Women
with nowhere else to turn. I don't know, maybe those showgirls exist in some
big city somewhere-somewhere with options, with a little class. But not in
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Walleye. We're all out of options.
I push past the vultures at the front-the really pathetic guys who stand
around strangling the necks of their beer bottles, trying to get lucky with every
face-down-drunk female who manages to stumble toward the doors-and it
hits me: the thick, vile shawl of stench, the hammering thump of bass, the
migraine-inducing zigzag of red and blue light, some sleazy brunette humping
a silver pole. I gag, hold it in, burning, force it down. The baby rocks inside my
womb with each step forward, my insides rocking, all of it, back and forth, fluid
sloshing, and suddenly I'm queasy, sweating. I consider turning back, heading
out to the car, back home, waiting for her to emerge sometime before sunrise
in a rumpled disarray of gray sweats, but I can't. Goddamn it, I can't. Not even
when I nearly vomit and have to swallow it back down, stomach churning acid;
not even when a group of guys my age point at me with their bottles, laughing
behind closed fists. Not even then. I'm here, this far. No turning back.
I glance out across the shadows and light, heads and shoulders moving,
drinks floating in and out of view on raised trays. The place isn't too big. The
darkness has a way of making it seem big, though-never certain just how far
those walls reach back. I push through the crowd. Slow, careful. It's one of those
really dark bars, the kind where the only place life seems to exist is out in the
middle, in the glare of crass light, up there where the mediocre stage action is.
But around the edges, well, it all fades out around the edges, everything disappearing into black shadows that veil hidden corners and unseen men, watching
from unseen eyes as you pass by under a streak of pulsating blue light.
"Y'already gone and knocked yerself up, there, doll, aint'cha?"
"Why' ontcha go on home to yer midwife, haw haw!"
The voices howl-raw, scathed-from unseen lips. Laughter spews from a
small invisible crowd.
I flinch, an uneasy sensation settling itself along the length of my spine, and
I can't believe I'm suddenly so weak. Under any other circumstance, I'd tell
them all to fuck off. I'd put my finger in their unseen faces.fuck off, I'd say. But
somehow, seven months has changed me. I no longer feel bold enough to be
here, doing what I've come to do. I hunch away from them, the men I know
are gawking and gagging at my swollen frontside, pushing away, a stranger in
my own skin, wishing I could hide. But I swallow it down, all the sickness
building up, leaping at the back of my throat. I push forward, hands prying away
muscled shoulders, elbows nudging cushioned ribs, and head straight for center
stage.
There are no empty seats. Just a row of checkered backsides: tobacco-
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rimmed jean pockets and ball caps turned backward. I check out the lineup;
settle on a chunky guy in red and black. His hat teeters, crooked, on top of a
head as round and thick as a hog's. He reeks of cigarettes, sweat, and dirt, and
when I tap him on the shoulder, I cringe at how damp it is.
"Excuse me," I shout over the thump of the bass line.
"Huh," he grunts, barely audible. Not a question. Hardly an acknowledgement. His head slow-motion swivels around, but his eyes remain on the skinny
little brunette writhing on stage. She can't be much older than me, but she
looks old. Tired. Her pale skin glows pink under the lights.
I take a deep breath, catch a whiff of him, gag. I lean back at the waist,
resting my hands on my hips for effect, but he isn't exactly watching. I lean in
close to him, cup my hand around my mouth for amplification. "Could you
maybe let me sit for a while?" A pointless question.
No response. His forehead is aimed right at me, but his eyes are apparently
duct taped to the girl's tits. I feel stupid even trying.
"I'm just waiting, you know, for a friend of mine," I say, a little louder. It's
enough to make me roll my own eyes. I mean, really. But I push on. One thing
seven months has not changed is this: I'm persistent when I need to be. I can
stand here all goddamn night, if that's what it takes. I can stand here.
"You know," I say, nudging him in his shoulder again. ''I'm not feeling so
well. Just waiting for my friend. Could you maybe let me warm your seat a
while? I mean,just a while. Come on, man."
His eyes come down painfully slow, like moving them any faster might
cause his obese head to come undone, fall off, roll away. He stares blankly at my
bulging stomach, which stretches and strains against the T-shirt I refuse to give
up. Without even looking at my face he grunts, "Hell naw," and slow-swivels
his goddamn head back around.
I glance at the stage. The brunette's lying on her back now, thread-covered
ass to the crowd, crossing and uncrossing her legs in the air like a pair of blunt
scissors trying to cut through the smoke. Her hands roam up and down her
pale, pink body. The guy lets out a groan.
Bingo. "Listen," I say, "You like her? Do you? How 'bout I buy you a lap
dance with her? Consider it a trade for your seat."
The head twists around again, the bloodshot whites of his eyes rolling past
as he glances up at my face. I nod toward the girl.
"Lap dance?" he slurs, painfully drawn-out. He wipes drool from his
mouth corner with the meaty backside of a hand.
"You got it, buddy. Up close and personal. On me."
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He shifts his eyes back to the girl, contemplating.
"Oh, for chrissake, man.You want her funbags in your face or not? I ain't
got all night."
His eyes go all sort of hazy with the thought. A grin slides across his wet
lips, perverted as hell. "Haw," he grunts. "Hell, a'right." He hurls a sloppy, spitting laugh in my direction and slides down from his seat. Stepping aside, he
takes a clumsy bow and sweeps his hand over the stool, offering it to me like
he's just pulled up in my goddamn limo or something. I mean, for chrissake.
I plop down before he can change his mind. The guy to my right eyes up
my abdomen, throws a disgusted glance my way for trampling his hard-on.
After all, guys want sex without consequence. Let the girls handle it later. For
just a moment, I entertain the thought that I'm close enough to kick him in
his good-for-nothing crotch.
"Fuck you," I say, hurling it at him, and though it surprises me, it feels
good. I can do this, I tell myself. I'm here. I can do it.
Behind me, hog-head clears his throat, a hideous, gurgling sound aimed at
reminding me that he's still here. He leans in, blowing out alcohol, shouts at
me, "I'll be over at that booth in the corner, a'right?"
"Sure, whatever," I say, waving him off. ''I'll send her over."
"Haw," he grunts, and he's gone. Gullible sonovabitch.
I reach into my pocket for the only money I have on me-a twenty-dollar
bill-and fold it lengthwise, like I saw Lance do that time, before he saw her.
After he saw her, he forgot about the bill, just left it laying there, shoving me
toward the door, a rambling lunatic, Don't look, Rose,just keep on walking, don't
look, come on, let's go, but it was too late. We shouldn't have been here, shouldn't
have seen her that way, but it was too late. A mistake, a stupid goddamn mistake. And now, the baby settling down low, sinking, Lance only a memory, let
the girl handle it later, my mother somewhere beyond the stage doors, let her
handle it, and me, propping up a twenty like a goddamn tent on the catwalk.
The crowd's getting rowdier. I check out the stage: the brunette's begun
collecting her cash. She makes her way down the row, scoping the crowd, all
of us, sizing us up, calculating our worth, working it, cashing it in. And then
she's in front of me, bending down at her slender waist, hands pressed against
the sides of her pale tits, like I'm some pregnant lesbian ready to shove my chin
into the valley of her cleavage.
"Get lost," I groan, rolling my eyes. I grab the twenty from the stage.
She feigns a woeful expression, cherry lips puckering, fists falling to her
narrow hips like I'm teasing.
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"I mean it," I shout over the music, some mindless club-mix bullshit,
waving her away with my hand. "You ain't getting this. Keep it moving."
Her lip raises, Elvis-style, eyebrows dipping down to point at the slope of
her nose. She shrugs, tosses back her long hair with a violent swing of her head,
and marches on, dedicated soldier that she is. Working it, cashing in.
I fidget on my seat. It's amazing how uncomfortable a bar stool has become
in seven months. I feel like a goddamn heifer balanced on a broom handle.
Almost time, I tell myself, scooting forward, back again. Almost time.
I rest my arms against the edge of the catwalk. Light rolls past like waves
of blue water. The crowd kitty-calls and whistles. Bass vibrates like a heartbeat.
A middle-aged cocktail waitress in a black leotard brings drinks to the equally
middle-aged guys at my left, crowded around a tire-sized table. One of them,
a guy with a NASCAR jacket and a wedding band, proposes marriage.
"Not tonight, honey," she replies, her voice raspy and aged by too many
Saturday nights. She pats him on the shoulder, tucks money into her waist
pouch. Up on stage, the brunette wiggles and shakes her body, displaying the
plumage of green bills in her ass crack.
"Now there's a feat," I groan. "Do they have to go to stripper college to
learn that?" It's addressed to no one in particular, but the cocktail waitress,
who's turned to me for an order, gives me a half-grin.
She slides her empty tray underneath a bare arm and smacks gum in her
jaws. "What can I get' cha, honey?"
"An epidural," I say.
She glances at my waistline. Or rather, lack of.
"For heaven's sake, girl, what is a thing like you doing in a place like this?"
"Wishing I weren't," I say.
She wrinkles her brow a bit then shrugs, and I'm glad she leaves it at that.
"Guess Jack D's out of the question," she says.
"Better not," I say. She has a motherly kind of face. A sincere smile. Not
my mother's face. I ease up a bit. "Been craving chocolate milk, though."
"Settle for water?"
"What the hell."
She gives me a wink, one of those exaggerated Lucille Ball gestures, before
slipping back into the crowd.
I scoot forward on the stool, scoot back again. My stomach hangs heavy
and hot against my thighs. I think about what the waitress must think, what
everybody must think. What I must look like, sitting here, weeks away from
giving birth. And suddenly, I just laugh. I mean, really. Pregnant and alone in a
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titty joint. A sleazy titty joint at that. Pregnant and alone in a sleazy titty joint
ordering water, for the love of god.
I flatten out the twenty, smooth the crease, fold it into an airplane, a boat,
back into a tent. I try to focus. I push away the smells and sounds of the crowd,
black out the throb of light overhead. I stare at the twenty, a focal point, something to focus on, like in Lamaze,focus on something. I focus, try to harness all
the resentment I've been storing up, all the anger. I think of her passed out on
the couch all those nights, every night, in some old boyfriend's auto shop Tshirt, one arm dangling over the edge, the other still clutching an empty bottle.
A houseful of empty bottles. I remember all the times I've had to reach her
down there, so far down in those pits of self-pity and despair, all the times I've
had to pull her out, limp and heavy, exhausting all my strength, the very last of
it, using it up, pulling her out. All the nights she's begged me to pull her out
just one more time, tomorrow will be different, just hold me up a little longer, her
promises as empty as her eyes and her bottles, emptying me out, too. Her emptying me, me emptying Lance, everyone empty. I feel it boiling, somewhere
deep inside, gurgling and bubbling, the heat of it, the rage of so many years and
then seeing her like that, on that stage, and then seven months, boiling over,
boiling. I feel my jaw clench, holding it in. Holding it, hold it. Waiting to let it
out. My body stiffens against the stool, arms bracing the stage. Staring at the
twenty, imagining all these Saturday nights tearing her down, pushing her
down even further, so far down that I just can't reach her anymore.
Jesus Christ, I just can't reach her.
Salt scratches my eye corners. I stare at the twenty until it blurs, divides in
two, morphs back together. I'm suddenly aware that the crowd has grown
quiet, and when I look up, I notice that the brunette's gone. A voice comes
crackling over the loudspeakers. It sounds like the announcers for the WWF, or
Madden at a football game, and it announces the next girl as Star. I think about
how ridiculous, how stereotypically brainless these stripper-names always are:
Ice. Raven. Bambi. Barbie. Diamond. Mom.
Mom.
It's her. My mother, from whose birth canal I came kicking and screaming
into the world just twenty-one years ago, is Star.
She bursts out through the swinging black doors, taking long, provocative
strides in stilettos-patent leather on toothpicks. She's got on a glittering gold
bra and G-string. Even has a matching bowtie, for chrissake. She doesn't scan
the crowd. Doesn't bother. She just starts blowing bubbles from a long, golden
wand, then catches them in her hand and smears them into her uncovered flesh.
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Bubbles.
I almost laugh, like how you almost laugh at a funeral sometimes when it's
all anything but funny. When what you really want to do-what you need to
do-is puke. But the urge to giggle is gone before it ever really takes hold, and
what I'm left with is the nausea. I try to blame it on the baby, on hormones,
on the collective bar stench permeating my every pore, but I know better. I
shouldn't be here, witnessing this. Not here, and especially not in the front goddamn row, not on purpose, my hands clinging to a twenty at the edge of a stage
that I swear seems to rock and sway beneath my grip. But I can't move. Can't
turn away, can't turn back this moment on the clock that forever ticks away
seconds from our loathsome lives.
So I watch, biting blood from my chapped lower lip as she pours the liquid
over her chest, wiggling underneath the flow like an open flower in the rain.
The crowd whistles and hollers, too drunk to realize that she's not even hearing
them, existing only in her moment, her mind, blocking out everything else, like
the rest of her life. Some premature-ejaculator type screams at her to take it all
off. Laughter from the crowd. She tosses the bottle recklessly to the side, strokes
the wand suggestively a few times as the men roar, then drops to the floor,
knees crashing against slick wood, sliding around in a puddle of unblown bubbles. She's rubbing her hands up and down her leathery thighs, and squeezing
her dripping breasts, and squirming around like she's having a goddamn orgasm
or something, and I can't stand to look at her any longer, but for some reason,
I also can't look away. Like the times you pass a car accident so gruesome that
you can't help but stare out of raw instinct.
I watch her, the surprisingly easy way she moves, twisting and turning and
sliding around. You'd have to know my mother. My mother sulks around like
a heavy grocery sack, dropping lazily into chairs, thudding around the house,
her bare feet slapping against wood. She looks as though gravity is eternally
pulling her toward the earth with greater force than it exerts on the rest of us,
pulling her down, down, heavy and burdened. But here, now, she's bending and
circling the pole and flinging herself upside down, all of it, in a goddamn gstring. This from a woman who can barely navigate her way through her own
living room without knocking something over. This from a woman who is so
cruel in her comments to the face that looks back at her from the vanity mirror
every godforsaken morning, who refuses to be seen in a swimsuit, even in her
own backyard.
Suddenly, I'm overwhelmed by the stark truth of it all, barreling right
through the walls of judgment and resentment and shame I've so meticulously
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built over the past seven months. Suddenly, it hits me, that it all comes down
to this: she has the nerve to do what she has to do. She has the guts to expose
herself, vulnerable and degraded, to a couple hundred strangers every Saturday
night; she has the strength to live with herself every Sunday morning.
I don't have any of that.
She slides off her bra, letting her pale breasts tumble out. I can't bear it; I
lock my eyes onto her face instead. Her expression is molded into that of a
sultry Penthouse centerfold-lips pouting, wet-but past that, underneath that,
I can see that void of emotion that defines her at her lowest moments of existence. I can see it, and I can't believe that I've been wrong for so long.Watching
her, it's clear that she doesn't enjoy this any more than she likes waiting tables
at the diner, but for some reason, she's got to do it. No options. To make ends
meet? To support her drinking habit? To get us the hell out of the house that
crumbles around us even as we shuffle within its walls? I don't know. I can't
possibly know, but what I do know, what I can see, is that her eyes give her
away, distant and detached. Her lips are parted, attempting seductiveness, but
her jaw's clenched, squared out at the edges. Her entire body moves rigidly,
mechanically, unnoticed by the men who don't know her the way I do. They're
hollering, groaning, all of them, convinced she's dancing for them, for them, for
their eyes, their desire, but they don't know her. They don't know. She doesn't
look at them, she can't, couldn't live with herself if she did. She's simply following the program, going through the moves like she's been given a set of
instructions: one-two-three-bend; one-two-three-squirm; one-two-three-finger-

your-crotch.
I stare down at the bill still clutched in my numb, swollen hand, unable to
watch her any longer, and I realize that I can't go through with this. What I
have to do, I tell myself, is just slide off this stool, sneak into the crowd, push
my way out the door, into my car, back home. Pretend it never happened. I
think about how it would destroy her to see me here. Pretend it never happened.
Take this secret to your grave.
But it's too late.
I look up from my hands, even as I'm scooting forward to lower myself to
the floor, and there she is: down on her knees, one hand frozen in mid-tugging-action on her g-string, the other cupped underneath her sagging left
breast. She's apparently been going at it for the guys next to me, but nownow she's seen me, her own pregnant daughter sitting here with a twenty in
her hand. And now, she can't even move. Can't even peel her horrified, wide
eyes from the ones that mirror her own. She gapes at me, those gray eyes
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pooling under the black liner and blue shadow that has already gathered in the
oily creases of her drooping eyelids, her mouth loose and open and red, gaping
at me, through me, and I've never seen her so vulnerable as she is in this
moment. Not when she's drunk and falling into the couch late at night, not
when she's sobbing on the floor in the corner of the bathroom, not even when
she's been knocked to the ground by the back of a boyfriend's raging, throbbing fist-not even then. In the end, this-her own goddamn daughter-is the
final blow that rips the last ragged strand of rug from beneath her frail body
and sends her crashing, bruised and battered, to the bloody ground.
This time, I have no one else to blame.
The moment stops. It feels like none of this is real, none of it, just a bad
dream, a bad movie, all of us really bad actors. The sounds of the crowd silence,
the glare of the lights turn to black, the dizzy movement of bodies vanishes
somewhere off-camera, and all that's left on the monitor is my mother and me,
staring into each other's eyes, no words,just eyes. Eyes that have witnessed. Eyes
that have betrayed. Eyes pouring out everything behind them, leaving them
empty, empty.
And then, just like that, I hear the guys shouting again, demanding her to
keep it moving, the angry white light beating down on her bare skin. From the
corners of my eyes I see men waving money at her, calling her over, keep it
moving, shouting at her, let her handle it later.
I glance down to the bill in my hand. I'm halfway off the stool, for chrissake. Halfway off. But then something happens. I don't know what makes me
do it-I swear to Christ I don't. But somehow, even as my hand begins to slide
forward, I sense that it's too late for regret. Too late to take it all back, to stop
myself from going through with the gesture that will haunt me as long as I live.
Too late. I have already lifted the twenty, have brought it up head-high, flicking
it out toward her between my first and middle finger, like a cigarette, the final
insult. Right before her eyes. Before everyone. Before God himself, if he dares
to venture into such vile abysses with such contemptible souls.
Her eyes plead with me, silently begging have mercy, just a little mercy for
chrissake, her face trembling with violent emotion. Her hands fall limp to her
sides, breasts forgotten. Her chin quivers as she tries to swallow it all down,
digest it, and she chomps down on her lower lip to fight it, bites down so hard
that I can see the pain of it register in the sudden squinting of her flooded eyes,
so hard that I know I'll see the imprints of her front teeth in that skin for the
rest of my life.
Too far, Rose. You've gone too far.
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She rises up slowly from the floor, so slow, pushing herself up and away
with tremulous hands, her eyes still locked on my scalded face, fumbling and
falling on legs that are now as unsteady as a newborn colt's. Her arms scramble
to cover her exposed nipples, arms crossing her chest, hands tucked away into
her armpits, and she backs away slowly, one small, unsure step at a time, as if
she can't take her eyes off me, as if she needs to somehow prove to herself that
I am real.
The crowd shows no sympathy, no tolerance, demanding her to carry on,
finish it off, give them what they came for. Sex without consequence, don't remind
them of the consequence. Fists in the air, voices shouting insults. Something inside
me quietly begs them to shut up, all of them, for all of them to close their
mouths and their eyes and drink their goddamn beers and banish the image of
my mother-my goddamn mother-from their filthy memories. But I can't bring
myself to speak out.
"Go home, you fuck.in' old bag!" screams a young guy a few seats down.
He flicks a coin at her, then spits.
She jerks her head toward the sound of him, her eyes finding his unforgiving face, her eyes sweeping the audience for the first time, eyes widening in
stunned realization of her surroundings, searching the mob of heartless faces
cursing and booing her, shouting their disappointment and disgust. Her head
moving side to side, no, no, it can't be real, her chest heaving, a heavy gasp, a
sudden piercing cry from glossy lips. And then, it happens.
Right then, my mother breaks.
I watch her shatter into a thousand gleaming bits of naked shard, glistening
blue and red under the swaying light. She breaks, her face cracking like an
abused china doll, once so beautiful, so beautiful. Her eyes emptying like black
holes, blank and far-off, emptying out, nothing left, empty. I want to whisper
I'm sorry, Mom, I'm so sorry, and I try to, I goddamn try, but my lips won't move,
they can't find the shape of the words, and all I can do is choke against the
pounding fluid at the back of my throat, squint against it at the back of my eyes,
and then it's too late. Always too late. She turns, a thousand gleaming bits of
naked shard stumbling and falling and moving away, moving toward the safety
of the black swinging doors, her stiletto heels slipping and sliding against the
stage floor, delivering her into the shadows, into dark, unseen corners, out of
the light.
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The Duel
Latoya Wolfe

SHE KNOCKS KINDA LOW, LIKE SHE AIN'T KNOW IF SHE HAD THE RIGHT

apartment, but everybody know where I stay, 'cause everybody on my block
know everybody business. I look through the peephole, and I see Precious with
her hair braided up in two braids (the part going down the middle), ribbons
red and looped just right around each braid, making floppy dog-ears. I open it
and right away I wish that I could look like her. I let her in and her head snaps
in eighty different directions. When she in the door all the way, she stares past
me into the living room. The wall is covered in mirrors that got stuck on the
wall a square at a time and looked like one monster of a mirror; she likes this
'cause she can check herself out from head to toe.
After she done looking in the mirror, she gets back to being nosy. If her
eyes could dip under the couch, they would have. Instead, they dance over our
white couch and chairs covered in plastic and the ivory cocktail table with the
candy dish. Precious has been in my house for only a minute but long enough
to speak, and she don't, and I know that Mama ain't too happy about this. I
look over at her in the kitchen, and when I see her staring at Precious like she
a fly that just landed on Thanksgiving dinner, I know that something's about
to go down. Precious ain't thinking about me and Mama, she got her eyes fixed
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on our candy dish, and then I realize how Mama will get her.
We got so many colors, so many kinds. Before she moves to do it, I know
that Precious is about to reach. She moves in closer, and kinda leans over the
table, still tryna decide, and then she raises her pale arm, little fingers with neat
nails and pink polish, and just as she touches the plastic, Mama's voice, a voice
that has been waiting to travel, bounces into the living room from the kitchen
and asks Precious, "Did you ask for that?" Her fingers freeze in midair, and her
face begins a color change like water that just got a dose of Kool-Aid. Pink
spreads across her skin and I mistake this for embarrassment. Since I didn't
know Precious that good, I don't know that she about to test Mama. She
staring straight at Mama, and this is brave for somebody who in trouble. She
ain't got sense enough to be scared, 'cause she don't know Mama; my mama's
the only person I know who don't think Precious is cute. "Honey, that child is
rotten!" she'd say. "Her family ain't doing nothing but ruining her." Mama finishes her speech. "Now, that candy is for company, but people with manners
ask before they go grabbing at other people's things," she says to her, not mad,
but in her schooling voice, but because Precious ain't trying to be schooled, she
looking at Mama like she should know that she is a little princess who gets
whatever she wants.
I can't believe how everything seems to have stopped, as if it wants to see
what'll happen. The refrigerator is always banging and clanking but that afternoon seemed like it was still. The wind that's usually beating against the windows like ghosts fighting to get in is all calm and watching through the window.
Precious drops her hands away from the candy dish and folds them in front of
her looking like an angel at the front of the line in heaven when God's giving
out wings. Her face is all innocent-looking, and then I realize that this face is
supposed to melt Mama's heart, and then Precious will get what she wants.
She kinda rocks on her heels staring at Mama. I look at Mama and she ain't
nowhere near impressed; she mad. I'm straight-up scared for Precious, this girl
who I only know from school, who seemed really smart in class, but who was
acting real dumb now. She staring at Mama and I see her face go from cute and
innocent to frowning. Mama tilts her head to the side and raises a brow like
she's asking Precious if she has something to say to her. And I feel like I'm
standing someplace in Texas on some dusty street, and my mama and Precious
is about to walk three paces, turn, and shoot. I was watching a duel. Nobody
had on tight jeans, dumb hats, or boots that made noise when you walked, but
it feels like they are about to fight or something. Well, not a fight, 'cause Mama
could knock Precious over with one of her looks.
At first, I am embarrassed, 'cause Mama was always tryna give somebody a
lesson about something, but then I want to beat Precious up for acting like my
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mama was our age. Precious forgets about the candy, and I know that she will
hate my mama and think she mean, but Precious is a brat, and even though her
family is all into church and stuff, Precious ain't have no manners, is spoiled,
and did need somebody to check her.
I thought Mama was gone go get the belt and start whupping Precious,
'cause she started making them faces that I see right before the belt comes into
the picture. And I couldn't believe that Precious hadn't been in my house a
whole minute and she in trouble with Mama. Before I know it, I'm mad like
everybody else, and I can't believe that Precious is frowning at Mama like she
make her sick, and she want to fight her. I bring Precious back to Earth when
I push her shoulder hard, almost knocking her down, and say, "Don't look at
my mama like that!" Mama is surprised, and says, "Fee!" but I don't get to say
nothing,' cause I'm watching Precious's face turn colors again. She starts crying
like I hit her in her eye or something. I lean in to see if the tears are real, but
she don't let me look for long before she spins around so quick that one of her
dog-tail-thick ponytails smacks me in the eye.
I close them both quick, and the sting makes me zone out for a minute.
My eyes water, and I open one of them and see Precious trying to get out the
door. Since our door is tricky, and only me and Mama know how to open it,
we watch Precious struggle for a minute. She all yanking and pulling on the
door knob, and at the same time making loud crying noises. I smile even
though my eye still stinging, and I look over at Mama, who still mad and still
looking at Precious like she messed up Thanksgiving, and then she screams,
"Child, don't you break my door knob!" Precious stops grabbing at the door,
throws herself against the wall, folds her arms, and says, "I want to go home."
Mama walks toward the door quick, like she can't wait for Precious to get out.
"Move on out the way," she says in one burst of air. Precious cries harder
after Mama screams at her. When the door is open, she runs out and we can
hear her crying until it fades and we know that she getting closer to her house.
Mama slams the door, locks all the locks, and walks away. Before she turns the
corner to go down the hall that leads to our rooms, she says, real nice, like she
ain't got a mean bone in her body, "The Charlie Brown Christmas Special
comes on at two o'clock." The clock in the kitchen says one thirty-three. Since
I love me some Charlie Brown, everything on my face gets bigger. I run into
the kitchen to throw together my favorite sandwich: turkey ham with mustard
and potato chips, pour a glass of Kool-Aid, and walk real fast towards the
kitchen table with my lunch. I glance over at the living room where the duel
went down, and I wonder if I'd ever have any friends.
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The Moon Over Carthage
Frank Crist

I

DIDN'T KNOW IF IT WAS THE HEAT OR WHAT, BUT THE COLUMNS AND RUINS

began wavering in the hot sun. They shimmered at first, the likes of which are
seen on any given day because of the heat waves coming off the ground, but
then they became more dramatic. They danced and sang to me, telling me stories of the old days, even before Rome, when the Carthaginians ruled here.
Bare-chested men in short kilts held their short spears over their heads. They
were dark like us but barefooted and adorned with bronze. They danced
around the columns like pictures of the warriors of old that I'd seen in the
museum in Casablanca.
I wiped the sweat from my head again and brought my bottle of Fanta up
to my lips for another drink, but the bottle had become filled with snakes, and
they threatened to escape. I was horrified, but I did not throw the bottle away.
I just held it out at arms' length and watched as the tiny orange snakes slithered their way out of the top of the bottle and down my arm. Once they
touched the skin, they burrowed into my arm. I felt nothing, but I knew that
they were inside of me.
"Come insssssside," they said to me. "Come inssssside and join usssss." Their
words were rhythmic, and I realized then that I was dancing like those warriors
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of old. The snakes took over my muscles and bones, and I began to melt in the
desert. All of my flesh and muscles turned into sweat and poured out onto the
ancient stones.
The sun was overhead, but I looked at it and realized that it was, in fact,
the moon, bright and brilliant in the sky. The old man there winked at me, but
he did not smile. I didn't trust that old man in the moon, but what choice did
I have but to obey? I stretched out my melting form and floated up to him,
letting him hold me in a starry caress. I felt comforted but not comfortable. I
looked down at my legs and saw that they stretched all the way back down to
the earth.
"So, that's where your feet are," the old man in the moon said to me. I
moved them around experimentally, and he laughed. "You'll never find heaven
that way," he said.

Frank Crist

365

Mamma's Boy
Kevin Freese

THE FIRST THING KATIE AND I DO AS AN ENGAGED COUPLE IS FIND A COFFIN

for Mom. We go to Toon Funeral Home, the same place where I saw Dad off
just shy of twelve years ago. Rows of boxes stretch along the four walls. There're
shiny bright wood ones that reflect the room's warm light, cold, indestructible
steel capsules, ones with engraved hearts and other options, even miniatures for
children. The high-priced coffins huddle in the center of the room. Katie and
I lock hands as we circle them, weighing our choices. Between my fingers, I
feel the pressure of the ring that I gave her a few days back. She didn't put it
on until yesterday, after Mom died. She needed time to think, was what she said
the night I proposed. But now, she has it on. Katie turns to me and asks, "What
are you thinking?"
"She'd like something natural," I say. "Nothing too polished up, or painted
white." When I face Katie, I notice constellations of freckles that sprinkle her
forehead. I've never seen them before because I've never seen Katie without
make-up.
"Whatever you think is best, honey," she says. I can't remember the last
time she called me "honey." Behind us lurches the caretaker, a man that fits the
image-long and stringy, dressed all in gray, his face dipped in cold, beady
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sweat. The creases in his cheeks have grown permanent from the constant, mild
smile.
"We have some lovely oak over here," he says, waving towards the center
section. He speaks of solid structure and water resistance, and all the time I'm
thinking about Mom and me picking out Christmas trees, thinking about the
first year that we bought a real one. It was after Dad was gone. He thought real
trees were too messy for the house. Thought they leaked, and made everything
go sticky. Mom and I didn't care about that. That first year we bought a tree, it
was about ten times too big for our house. You had to squeeze by it if you
wanted to get downstairs. I remember that as the man goes on about coffins.
"Well, what do you think, honey?" Katie asks. She and the caretaker stare
at me, waiting for an answer.
"That's fine," I say. "We'll take it." Usually, I tick and tock between decisions, really give them time to sink in. Since yesterday, though, something's
been different.
Katie and I sit in his office while James, the caretaker, arranges the paperwork. She's wearing the black turtleneck that I gave her for Valentine's Day, and
a pair of black pants. It puts into question the blue jeans and green sweatshirt
that I have on. I just wasn't thinking, I guess.
Katie came over this morning with a plate of cookies from her mother and
a book of gospel from her grandmother. We sat down on the loveseat before
starting the day. Aunt Ellie gave us some time, rummaging around in our bathroom long after taking her shower. Katie sank her head in my arm. She asked
me, "How are you doing?"
I said, "Fine," and pulled her in close. I twisted the ring around her finger.
"It's loose."
"We can fix it," she said.
I gently pushed away from her. "Why did you put it on?"
"Because I love you," Katie said. I kissed her on the forehead, wondering
what had possessed her to put on a five-day-old ring the morning my mother
died.
Katie strokes my arm as we wait for James to return. She reaches in her
purse for a pack of gum and silently offers me a piece. I shake my head no, and
stare straight ahead at the gray, floral-patterned wallpaper.
Most other decisions can wait, but we have to go to the cemetery today.
Mom bought a plot long ago, right next to Dad. I let Katie do the driving, and
I lean against the side window, as we roll along the old roads to the cemetery.
We pass the old hardware store that's going out of business. Dad and I used to
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go there to buy things. Mom and I used to go there to get help. We pass the
Mexican joint Mom and I always said we would try. We pass Jeff's falling-down
audio store where I buy all my equipment. Every place we go by has a story.
That's what happens when you live in the same town for twenty-some years.
Twenty-some-odd years and I'm screaming to get out.
"Where do you wanna live?" I ask Katie. She lowers the radio-it's tuned
to the classical station-and gives me a quick glance. "Yes, I would like to talk
about this now," I say.
"Well, I haven't given it much thought," she says. "Somewhere around
here, at least not too far away from our family."
"Oh," I say. I've never thought of her parents as family before,just two folks
I probably wouldn't know if it weren't for Katie, folks from the same neck of
the woods, but nothing more.
"What about you?" Katie asks. I picture a quiet house baking in the desert
sun, a floating life somewhere between Mexico and California, a large house
in a tree along the state line of California and Oregon. I picture anywhere but
here. "Yeah," I say. "Nothing too close."The car moves on, I sink lower into the
passenger seat, stay quiet, and think about my mom.
When I came home on Saturday night, Corky was coiled on the couch
waiting for me. I'd seen the outline of her perked-up head, the way I usually
do late at night when I pull in the driveway. She knows that I always come
home around twelve-thirty and gorge myself on treats from the kitchen. Which
is exactly what I did, the dog's coal eyes watching as I silently opened the
refrigerator door. First, I carefully pulled the piece of wedding cake that I'd
snatched from the gig out of my tux pocket and placed it on the top shelf. It
was for Mom's breakfast, it always was on Sunday morning. I scanned the contents of the refrigerator, and saw a covered crock-pot between a head of wilting
lettuce and a bowl of five-day-old macaroni. At that moment I prayed, actually
prayed, that it would contain beef stew. Chunks of meat and potato mixed in
a stiff, brown gravy would've been perfect right then. Instead, a pile of tuna
casserole stared back when I lifted the ceramic lid and peered inside. I looked
down at the dog; she looked up at me with head cocked, and we went to bed
with a tightly sealed block of Swiss cheese that was hiding behind the bottles
of untouched milk and juice on the top shelf.
Corky followed me up the stairs, and when we reached the top, she danced
around me on her hind legs, doing a circus act for food. Mom's bedroom door
was closed. The electric light of television still seeped out of the room's vent
and crack below the door. "Goodnight," I said,just so she'd know I was home.
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I waited for a response, holding myself between creaks in the floor. Silence
echoed back, so I said it again. "Goodnight." Corky grew impatient. She
growled at the unopened hunk of cheese in my right hand. Nothing aggressive, but leading to an excited bark, and waking Mom with something like that
was the last thing I wanted. If she was really sleeping soundly, then I should let
her be, I thought.
If I felt bad about anything, it was coming home so late all the time and
disturbing my mother's sleep. Many times, the next morning, she'd complain
about not being able to get back to bed after I'd come home. So when opportunities like this arose-to fly under the radar of my mother's ears-I took
advantage of them. What I'm trying to say is-if I had known, believe me, I
would've called someone, called the hospital, fire department, police, the
fucking National Guard-if it would've helped Mom.
"Are you doing all right?" Katie asks, relieving one hand from the steering
wheel and rubbing my leg. The rain is finally coming as we make our way to
the cemetery. I'd been waiting for it ever since yesterday when the sky was a
splurge of blue.
''I'm doing fine," I tell her. "Make a right here."
"I know where it is," Katie says. She hooks the turn a bit faster than I
would've, and I brace myself against the seat belt. The rain shifts from a tapping
to waves, like it tends to this time of year. Katie returns both hands to the
steering wheel. I feel the day in my stomach as we come closer to muddy, gray,
cold, Fox Hill Cemetery.
When I woke up yesterday morning, I noticed that the heat wasn't on.
March is always a battle because it's still freezing cold in the mornings, but
Mom doesn't believe in turning on the heat after February. So there I was,
standing outside my bedroom in pajamas, yelling out, "It's freezing in here."
Mom didn't say anything. Corky ran past me, down the stairs to the family
room. Usually, Mom was up before us with a pot of coffee perking, watching
the Sunday morning talk shows. I went downstairs with the intention of complaining about the lack of heat. When I crossed by the bathroom, I saw myself
in the mirror. I looked like a blimp in my camel-colored pajamas. They were
one size up because I didn't quite fit into one size down. Still, I was swimming
in them. My hair was a wild mess, like naked branches of a tree. I looked bad,
and I hated looking bad, hated everything about myself and where I lived, what
I was doing. The place is changing for the worse with its all-in-one convenience and genie-quick fast food, and I was changing for the worse with three
syllables pounding into my heart like nails in a coffin: Loop-N-Burbs, my DJ
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company. I had decided to take it over; Scott had been trying to convince me
for months. I had caved at lunch the day before, because maybe I thought
seeing me with my own business would make Katie say "yes." Waiting for her
response to my proposal was murder. Who says they have to think about it
when someone hands them a diamond ring? Katie does, and I was about ready
to let her go, just like Mom had said to do. "Let her go," Mom had said after I
told her Katie was thinking about it. "If she doesn't realize what she's got, then
let her go." So I was thinking about all this, feeling muddy, and not realizing
how bad the morning was going to be.
When I made it downstairs, Mom was nowhere to be found. The front
door hadn't been unlocked so she could get the paper, and the coffee pot was
cold and silently empty. "Mom?" I said. As a kid, I used to do this trick where
I'd ask for Mom several times until I got her attention. My voice would rise in
tiny intervals each time I called her. It was kinda like that yesterday morning.
"Mom?"
I let up the blinds. The sun was slowly coming up. I opened the side door,
made my way through the garage, and let Corky into the backyard. Then I
went to the thermostat and turned it up. It might lead to an argument, but I
wasn't going to take it anymore. I was old enough to make decisions on how
warm the house needed to be, no matter who was paying the bill. That's what
I was thinking when I went back upstairs to wake my mother. " Mom?" I said,
a little bit louder.
I slowly opened the door to her room, slow because I didn't want to catch
her naked or anything.You have to watch out for those things when two adults
live together who aren't a couple. Everything was fine, though; she was buried
under her covers, sleeping soundly. Part of me thought I should leave her
there-let her sleep later than usual. She works in the school office at Percy
and is always waking so early during the week. But the television was still on,
and something about that pulled me closer to Mom.
The room hadn't changed much in the twelve years since Dad had died.
Still the same bed, the faded Oriental rug covering most of the chipped wood
floor, a small black-and-whit e television resting below the window. Mom had
taken over both closets now. The only other differences were the piles of
clothes, and stacks of papers that littered the room. It was as if the death of my
father gave Mom the permission she needed to be sloppy. Or maybe she just
didn't see any use in keeping things clean without having someone to share the
room with.
I stepped into the room; my feet felt hard and cold against the hardwood
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floor. The feeling took over my whole body as I stepped closer to the bed,
whispering for my mother to wake up. She was turned towards the television,
away from me. If I would've seen those quarter-sized eyes staring up at the
ceiling when I walked in, I think I would've been flat on the floor. Instead, I
found out in gradual degrees that my mother was dead. First, I touched the
back of her shoulder and felt the stiff, cold, non-responsiveness of it. Next, I
yelled louder than a cannon blast, "Mom!" and heard nothing back except the
rattling of the windowpane.
I jumped back a foot, feeling the void between us grow infinite. I knew
she was dead in that leap. Still, before I could break down, I had to be sure. My
hand guided me back to the bed. I grabbed a ruffle of her nightgown, and then
her shoulder. My fingers crept around to her front and I pulled her over. Her
body limply turned and the last thing I saw before I found myself outside,
naked on the front lawn, were those wide crystal-blue eyes, like my own,
staring beyond me into somewhere not of this earth. My mother was dead and
everything went black.
In that instant, I thought about Mom and me in the park when I was nine.
How she'd make bologna and cheese sandwiches before we'd left the house;
then, we'd spent all day enjoying green grass and a cool breeze. I thought about
Christmases and how they would never be the same again. I thought about
vacations and trips to the museum, auto shows, shopping at the mall, diningroom conversations, favorite movies watched over and over again. And even
though these things were probably going to change anyway as I grew too old,
the mortal feeling of immediate decay hit me like a lightning blast.
Then, there was the future to grieve. How she'd never get to see grandkids, if there ever were any, and no Sunday afternoons spent in the old house,
or weekday lunches when the time allowed, or invitations to dinner that had
much more to do with love than food. And it was in these thoughts, the day
my mother died, that I realized I was a mamma's boy and that she was the only
reason to stay in Downers Grove.
Elizabeth Dursky was the one who found me. We hadn't seen much of her
since her son, Thomas, got sent away for the Percy shooting, but from the
kitchen window across the street, her eyes were always on the neighborhood.
When I snapped out of my daze, I saw her standing above me like a monument. "Are you OK?" she asked in her broken, Eastern-European English. She
covered me with a red blanket and asked again, "Are you OK? What's going
on.?"
I heard Corky whining in the garage, scratching against the door. She was
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now my dog, not my mother's. That wasn't the main thing on my mind, but it
flashed through. I now owned everything in my life, and it scared me.
Mrs. Dursky was on the ground next to me, holding me like an oversized
baby wrapped in her arms. She had on one of those old housecoats with the
blue-and-white checked pattern, the kind you see in old television shows, but
never in real life. Her muted red hair was tossed up in a bun, and she smelled
like eggs and potatoes. I leaned into her chest and said, "My mom isn't
breathing." She stroked my hair, rocked me back and forth, saying, "OK, OK."
Even though I'd always disliked her, her voice was now as soothing as a lullaby.
I cried as she held me tight, and it all seemed like magic when the silent,
flashing ambulance rolled down the block. I guess Mrs. Dursky figured they'd
be needed when she saw me naked out there on the front lawn. Later in the
day, someone told me I was screaming to high hell, but I don't remember that.
I just remember holding onto her housecoat and crying as the ambulance men
rushed into the house, stomping along with all sorts of tools that were of no
use. My mother was dead.
They said it was a heart attack. That around eleven the night before, her
heart beat so furiously that it just had to stop. "Was it quick?" I asked the
doctor. He said it was, that she hadn't suffered at all. When my father died, it
was a drawn-out process. First came the yellow skin, then the visits to the
doctor's office, and admittance to the hospital. When it got real bad, there were
nights spent waiting for a new liver, and then another one when his body went
into rejection. The liver is a complicated thing, not like hearts. Mom was here,
and then she wasn't.
"I love you," Katie says. She always says that when there's a silence between us.
"I love you too." Her eyes are tearing up as we wait for the light to turn
our way in front of Fox Hill Cemetery. I can't bear looking at her.
There's this new superstore that they're putting up directly across from Fox
Hill. The thing just broke ground and promises to be done by fall. Behind the
tractors and upraised earth is a cluster of houses. They spring up, one a day, following a pattern of skinny-wide-flat, skinny-wide-flat. They reach around culde-sacs and stretch down streets like Harmony Parkway and Universal Drive.
It used to be all wild grass and mud over there. But things are changing, and I
know now that it's time to start over.
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Cop and Blow
Venice Johnson

Hrs DICK LAY AS SOFT AND
limp as an overboiled hot dog. He fell into the cleft of Angie's neck and lay
there silent against the backdrop of children's voices in the vacant lot across
from his brother's flat on the third floor of the Tivoli.
He hadn't intended to see her again after that afternoon when she had
finally given in. If he had taken it when she offered, maybe it wouldn't have
come to matter so much. It was time that had done him in and worn him
down. Cop and blow was a fast game of getting a girl to give in. You promised
her anything until she did, and then you were gone before she could pull up
her panties. Now, the game had changed with Angie, and he didn't like it anymore. It wasn't any fun when your head got in the way ... not that one, the
other one, the brain, the one that could fuck you up if you weren't careful.
Now that his head was turned on he thought about everything. Most of all he
had thought about Angie and how she looked that day.
He hadn't meant to care about her, but he did. And all the other girls he'd
been with since her were nothing. He got in and out and pulled up his pants
and rushed to wash their smell off him.
FOR THE THIRD TIME EDDIE COULDN'T STICK IT IN.

It used to be fun. In the past, the harder a shy girl was to get the better the
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feeling of victory. You scored extra points if you tapped a virgin-busted a
cherry. That's why Angie had been worth waiting for until she began to mean
something to him. He hadn't even known that she had gotten to him until that
day after school when she told him she wanted him to take her. He had run
then. He had kept running until finally he'd let her come back. He let her
come back because in the last few weeks he didn't want to do it with anybody
else. He wanted her.
It wasn't as if he hadn't fought it. He had fought it so hard that when he
dreamed, he woke up wet and trembling. Before today he had vowed he'd nail
her one time, bust that cherry and move on. But here she was. Right here, and
he couldn't even get hard enough to take it. He groaned for having a conscience. It had never mattered before. He didn't know what to do.
Angie didn't know what to say. She listened to the squeals of kids yelling
for turns at bat and heard another el train whiz by. She didn't know what Eddie
was thinking and that made her afraid, desperate.
The sun had gone down and the day was hazy and humid, the temperature reaching eighty degrees by noon, and summer was still two weeks away.
The frustrated lovers lay once again on Eddie's living room floor, in front
of the battered maple coffee table, swathed in the tangle of sheets Eddie had
used for their makeshift bed. The sheets were damp and twisted from their restless tries at making love.
What should she say? What should she do? Was it her fault that Eddie
couldn't get his thing hard? Maybe he didn't really want to do it to her. Maybe
it was only good with a girl like Earline Stanton. Angie felt a chill in spite of
the balmy temperature. Hadn't she heard Earline and a coupla other girls in the
church washroom only a few weeks ago talking about Eddie, giggling? She
didn't know why she had pressed herself against the back of one of the stalls
when she heard them rush in after Sunday school, and listened like a spy. They
had slapped back two stall doors to see if there were any listening ears. Just as
Juanita Grayson was going to slap back the third door, Cassie, anxious to start
the gossip, had stopped her friend just as Angie saw the girl's feet at the door
of the stall. The last-minute call had saved Angie from being discovered.
She watched them from the stall through the separation of the door and
the hinges. Enough, so when she pressed her face to the gap, her one eye
moving like a cyclops, she saw them clearly as they talked, absorbed only in
themselves.
The church washroom was practically a dungeon. It was sparse with a long
rectangular mirror near the hook-and-eye door. There were two sinks with
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rusting faucets that had dripped so long over time that the sinks themselves had
rusted stains. There were six feebly constructed stalls, three on each side. Angie
was in the third stall on the right-hand side that faced the door.
Upstairs in the main part of the church an organ played "Amazing Grace,"
and Angie was thinking that any minute her mother would start looking for
her. But she couldn't move now. She couldn't flush and walk out of nowhere.
These girls didn't like her and she knew it.
"Naw, uh uh. Girl, you know, I saw you with Eddie Bigelow at the drivein last night. Guess you didn't see none of the movie!" giggled Cassie Tate,
piercing her head with her fingertips, fluffing up small rows of black curls. She
smacked on a wad of chewing gum, her lips puckering out like a duck's bill.
Angie stiffened when she heard Eddie's name. She felt cold and hot at the
same time. They were talking about her Eddie. High school girls, she thought.
She hated them and their shameless ways.
Earline Stanton feigned ignorance; her dimples emphasized coyness.
"It was about some kinda sea monster thing or the other. Wasn't it?"
"Uh huh. And that's all you know, child. Humph! That Buick was rockin'
so hard you'da thought a fat man was runnin' ."
The girls cackled and snorted.
Angie felt her head spinning. She felt dizzy. Her mouth went dry.
"Was it good?" said Cassie hanging on the shoulders of Juanita.
"Can yo' mama cook greens?"
The girls burst out laughing.
"Oooowee, girl. Talkin' like that and we in church, too."
Angie felt sick. She pulled back from the gap and tried to stop the words
in her head. Eddie was messing around with other girls. He was getting some
from other girls.
"I ain't tellin' tales.You the one gettin' in my biz-ness."
Against her will, Angie held her stomach and went back to the gap and
looked again.
Earline looked around the washroom like what she had to say was so hushhush that she leaned into the huddle with her friends and said, "Girl, his dick
was so big I thought I was gone yodel."
The wicked girls gasped and suppressed giggles.
"But, it was good, girl! Got to get me some mo'."
Then the girls' laughter went up big and loud, and Angie pressed her forehead on the cool metal stall and tried to breathe.
"Owww. That nigga-oo, let me stop, it's making me wanna come just
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think.in' about it."
"You goin' steady now?" said Juanita, casually looking into the rmrror
while she watched her friend's fun turn serious.
"Maybe.You know Eddie," she said, getting busy in the mirror. She took a
tube of lipstick from her purse and spread it across her full lips.
"Yeah, every girl on the boulevard know Eddie Bigelow. Mister cop and
blow."
"Yeah, he get some and he's nothing but a trail of dust," said Cassie.
For a minute the girls pondered what the other had said. It was Earline
who spoke with confidence: "Well, I gave him something to remember me by.
He'll come around again. And maybe you gone see Mr. Eddie stick around for
a change."
"Not with them friends he got. A girl ain't no thin' but keeping score. You
know they got a contest," said Juanita, almost bitter.
"Standing on the corner calling out to girls and making fun."
Angie had seen and heard them ridicule girls. She had never seen Eddie do
it, but he was there with them. He and Ronnie Tipton were best friends. On
a weekend they'd get in Ronnie's old Buick and take girls off to the park or
the drive-in and get what they wanted. She'd heard the stories about Eddie in
the locker room at school. The stories about him and his friends were always
the subject of some conversation, even in church.
They would have gone on, but at that moment one of the mothers of the
church, a wheezing woman in white, lumbering on swollen ankles, huffed her
way down the last stair and said, "What are you girls <loin' down here and
church goin' on upstairs?! Who else wit' cha?"
" Nobody, Miz Perkins. We was on our way back," said Earline, the soul of
respect.
"Well, make haste. The eleven o'clock service is about to start."
Angie heard the girls run up the stairs and into the lobby that led to the
big auditorium.
"Anybody here?" called a gruff voice, and Angie stiffened as the old
woman began to slap open each stall door with policelike authority.
Angie was done for.
"Miz Perkins? The secretary wants you to come back and count the
Sunday school offering."
"Here I come," said the old woman and puffed her way back up the stairs
agam.
Angie staggered back and plopped silently on the commode, dazed from
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what she heard. She wept for a long time.
She had known it all along. Eddie was having sex with other girls-high
school girls, while he'd forgotten all about her. She'd known it, not the detail,
but now she knew. But she didn't want to believe it. How could you love
somebody with everything in your heart bursting out and them not care one
little bit for how you felt? She loved him so much. He had to feel the way she
felt. It was too powerful.
She kept on weeping.
Upstairs she heard the music change to the peppy swing of the choir's music.
"ITT're marching to Zion. Beautiful, beautiful Zion ... "

But Eddie had shown her that he didn't care anything about her feelings.
She had tried to give herself to him, and he had pushed her away and out the
door. She was so ashamed.
For nearly a year Angie had carried this burning love for Eddie Bigelow.
To her, when she thought of the perfect world of the boulevard, he was in it;
without him the place and the people were nothing special. But with Eddie on
the boulevard it came alive in her mind. She saw them years from now, when
they were older, married, with his ring sparkling on her finger. There they
would be, strolling down the boulevard with their baby in a buggy, all dressed
in lace and she and Eddie, the perfect couple. Somehow Eddie had become
everything, and she had carried this perfect dream in her heart. She had nursed
this dream of she and Eddie living on the boulevard happily ever after. Her
mother would have called her silly. But what did her mother know about
loving? How could someone who hated everybody love anything? Her mother
only cared about appearances and keeping her away from the "trash" on the
boulevard.
Now these girls, these high school girls had ruined it. Eddie wanted sex.
But not sex with her. Not making love to her.
It had been Eddie's coldness in shoving her away that had frightened her.
Just like that, he dropped her. It hurt the way a slap stings, the way a knife
cuts to the heart, the way fire burns. The pain of his indifference was crippling her. She didn't want pickles and peppermint or hot-sauce potato chips
anymore. She ate misery food-the kind her mother said was good for youturnips, salad, and eggplant. She didn't care. She ate spinach, all of it without
making a face.
She couldn't concentrate in class, and more than once couldn't answer the
math problem at the board when her teacher called on her. She forgot things
and lost things and cried at night, burying her face in the pillow so her mother
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couldn't hear how miserable life truly was.
And all the time seeing Eddie on the boulevard, with his friends, whistling
at girls and passing by her house with those high school girls in the car.
Sometimes she thought she'd go crazy, watching him skim over her with his
eyes as though they hadn't touched each other the way they had done. It was
a secret that was killing her. She knew she would die from that coldness.
Finally, she had decided to make him do it-make him want her the way
he wanted those other girls, those high school girls. But, she wasn't nearly as
grown up as a high school girl. Earline Stanton was a big-breasted girl and
Angie's breasts were like oranges. Earline had said that Eddie was "big." Angie
took her hands, squeezed them between her legs, and tried to think about the
worse kind of pain she had ever felt and imagined a toothache. She remembered how awful that dull ache was. But, hadn't Earline said it was "good?" And
high school girls had sex all the time. That's all they ever talked about. If Earline
could take it, so could she.
It had taken a month of sending Eddie notes and making sure she
caught his eye until he eventually agreed to meet her. But even then she
wasn't sure he would really let her come back to his apartment. She asked
him whether he had brought anyone else there, since he'd brought her, but
he said no. He almost had backed out of it, but Angie had begged and
pleaded until Eddie had turned around for a second time and had invited
her back to their love nest.
It had to be today, she thought as she felt true frustration pound her last
hope. They had to make love today or it would never be, and she would lose
Eddie forever. The thought of him never touching her again or walking away
frightened her. It made her see the world without Eddie as a world she didn't
want to live in anymore. She loved him that much. To her Eddie was the sun,
the moon, and the stars in their heaven.
And now they were here, in their love nest and she had taken off her
clothes without his even asking. At first he seemed surprised. He was prepared
for a struggle, she guessed. But what he didn't know was that Angie had come
more than willing to give herself. She had opened her legs and had let him slide
in his fingers. She had told him it was all right to stick his thing in. But, it had
been three times now that Eddie had tried, but he couldn't stay hard enough.
He kept going limp. She felt like crying, just out-and-out crying.
Eddie threw his hand across his face.
A fight broke out in the vacant lot and the shrieks and hollers of kids
pushed a kinetic energy under their skins.
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''I'm sorry, Angie."
Angie heard Eddie's voice far away. "I can't do it." He drew himself from
the warmth of her body, leaving her naked and cold. " ... I ... don't want to
do this ... I thought I did. But it's no good. I ... I don't want to hurt you."
Angie was stunned by his words. He had always said it didn't hurt, and now
he was saying no?
"It's OK, Eddie. I want to do it. Please.You wouldn't hurt me on purpose."
"I don't know, the first time ain't all that good, Ang. You ain't fully grown
yet ... maybe ... I'm too big for you ... you ain't never had your cherry broke."
"You do it, Eddie. I want you to be the first one, the only one to do it to
me."
Eddie shook his head as though there was a fog circling his head.
"I can't ... something could go wrong?"
"It won't, Eddie."
"How do you know?"
"Because I love you. Because I cain't sleep no more for wanting you to.
Because I want you to teach me how to make you happy."
Eddie's head fell to his chest.
"Ever since you sent me away I been sick inside wondering whether you
cared anything about me at all," she said.
"Angie-"
"I love you so much most of the time, thinking about you making me jittery inside. I write your name a hundred times on notebook paper and throw
it away and start all over again. I just like saying it and writing it and thinking
about you. Even when I'm sad, it feels good to think about you. And if this is
the only time you'll ever touch me, I want to remember it. So when I see you
with those other girls, those high school girls, I can remember a time when you
touched me and made me feel as beautiful as them. Make me feel beautiful like
that one time, Eddie."
Eddie Bigelow was mesmerized, the player caught in his own game. He
had never been to this place in his body or mind. He had never stood still long
enough to get caught. Angie had a way of moving him that frightened, panicked him, and still he could not turn away. Something drew him to her, a cord
tugged at his heart, and he stared at Angie unable to think any further than
wanting to touch her. He watched her eyes trail over him and got wild sensations in his chest as his breath caught in his lungs and he found he wasn't
breathing at all. He wondered why such a silent thing as that made him shiver
in the heat.
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Angie reached out and lifted his chin. Her hands were soft and wet as
dough.
"Can I touch you?" she asked and looked to the source of his pride.
Eddie swallowed hard and nodded.
Angie reached out her hand and slid it down, and her warm fingers formed
a cup and stroked his shy member with her thumb and rubbed the shaft so
gently Eddie moaned in a kind of pain he never knew, a sweet pain.
Eddie rolled onto the floor, his body opened wide, just letting whatever
was going to happen, happen. For the first time he wasn't in control. And he
didn't care.
Angie rolled over on her side and began to stroke the length of his body.
"Angie, what you <loin' to me?" He felt a tingle in his toes.
"Shhh." Her fingers ran down the long columns of muscles, and she rested
her hand on his abdomen. His muscles constricted under her touch.
Eddie's member moved as though it was stirring from a sleep.
Angie brushed her fingers down his legs and down to his feet, and she
rolled on top of him and began to rain kisses on his closed eyelids, then his
mouth.
"Aww, Angie. Leave me alone."
But Eddie couldn't fight her.
"Shhh ... is it getting hard now?"
" ... Yes ..." he said, his words came out in a croak.
"You won't hurt me, Eddie. I'm just as grown as a high school girl. I
promise I won't cry or anything."
Eddie felt his member stiffen.
"I have to get something from Marv's table ... a rubber so ... I mean, I
didn't think you were really gonna-"
She put her hand to his lips.
"No, I don't want no rubber, Eddie. It makes it sound like you gone put
on a tire or something. OK?"
He couldn't speak; he only nodded his head. He promised himself he
would pull out before he started to come.
He reached out his hands and hugged her tight as though he were holding
on for life. Just then Angie began to pull away from him.
''Wha-''
Before he could stop her, she straddled him. She took his member that was
swollen to its fullness now, and she guided it into position beneath her and lowered herself onto it slowly, the muscles of her thighs tensed like corded
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columns. Eddie held his breath for fear he would come right then, for fear
lightning would strike, for fear Angie would just roll off him laughing, for fear
Marvin would suddenly come busting in-for fear he would simply wake up.
He felt the heat of Angie close in around him. God, she felt so good. He was
in a hot thick pot of sweet honey. Lord, help me not to come. He felt the resistant
membrane push against him as she pushed downward. He opened his eyes and
watched Angie's legs trembling from the tension, her breasts hovering over
him. He shut his eyes and dug his hands into the carpet. It couldn't be happening. He opened them again. He saw the sweat on Angie's brow, the fear
mixed with purpose. And just as he would have stopped her, she lifted up and
fell down hard on him, spearing herself with one heavy thrust. He heard her
whimper, her body a rack of shudders against him.
"Angie?" He reached up and pushed back her hair.
"It don't hurt, Eddie ... It ... it feels good. Good ... Do it, Eddie. Get
some. Take it all, I don't want it no mo'. Please, Eddie."
At first he didn't move. He was a mass of crossed signals and blaring whistles. She sat up, her breasts like hot pink oranges begging to be squeezed. Her
hair fell like a curtain surrounding him. The shampoo scent in her hair and the
smell of Ivory soap, made him feel like he was drunk on wine, his scent and
hers mixing with all of it and shutting out the rest of the world and the noise
outside.
He felt her legs tighten against him. He looked down and saw himself
hidden in her, groaned, put his hands at the base of her hips and began to thrust
upward. Angie's eyes widened in pain, but she did not cry, drew in her lower
lip and bit down on it, as her body rose at the prompting of his hips and fell
agam.
Another thrust sent Angie's body on a buckboard ride. The third thrust she
fell onto his chest and whispered into his ear: "I'm cold, Eddie." She cried out
as the veins at her temples distended, "Hold me."
Eddie knew he should stop now, but he was in her now and couldn't get
away, too late to get away. His heart pounded, driving him with desire.
He swung her over, never losing her warmth. He tugged the twisted sheet
around them and began the slow journey he had always wanted to take. He
tried not to bruise her, hurt her. She was so tight around him that a couple of
times he had to stop because he was about to come. He didn't want to do that.
He wanted to stay inside her forever, but he knew it would end.
He smoothed back the damp strands of hair that were plastered to her face,
smoothed the frown on her brow. When she began to whimper, he kissed her
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half-opened lips as he continued to thrust, sucking in her soft cries.
"Do you want me to stop, Angie? Are you tired?" he said as he stilled the
throbbing member yearning for more.
Eddie waited.
"No, Eddie. Don't stop 'til you get all you want. Take it." Then Eddie
started his ride again, going deeper and then drawing back until at last he
couldn't control his thrusts at all, couldn't be mindful of her cries that threatened to drown out the revelers in the vacant lot.
" Shh ..."
She bit down on her lip and pressed her breasts into his sweat-slick chest.
Her hair became feathers tickling his face. He pushed her hair back and
looked into her face. Her face was distorted in pain, but he couldn't stop. His
chest was being cut by scissors of wind and he rode like a man galloping to a
finish of fire.
He pulled out of her before he began to sputter and stiffen. His seed
spewed hot and doused her body with liquid heat.
When he fell into the cleft of her neck this time, he heard her sobbing. She
shook against him, her body red and bruised. On any other girl his handprints
wouldn't have shown, but she was too light and her skin revealed everything.
Already there were bruises on her breasts where he had sucked them too hard.
The dusty nipples set out reddened with light blue veins like lines of lightning.
There were bruises on her arms like dirty fingerprints appearing. He suddenly
felt the worst kind of guilt and yet he wasn't sorry.
"Angie?" he patted her wet cheek. "Are you all right?" he asked, checking
her body as though he expected to find parts of her broken.
She didn't answer at first. Her body and her mind were in chaos.
A cat walked along the back-porch fence and meowed into the window.
"Did I make you happy, Eddie?" Her teeth were chattering, and her eyes
were glistening with tears.
At first he wasn't sure what she said. Her voice was barely a whisper. When
he lifted up her face and looked into her eyes he saw she was afraid of what he
would say. How could she think that she hadn't pleased him?
"Didn't I show you how much? It was so good, Angie. It was so good."
She searched his face to see if it was true. She held him in her vision; she
smiled, closed her eyes and fell asleep.
At first Eddie thought she had fainted and then he heard a slight snoring.
He smiled, rolled off her, and drew her into the circle of his arms, listening to
the windup clock ticking away in his brother's room. He was tired but he
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couldn't go to sleep. His mind was all over the place. Thinking. Thinking
about Angie.
He wondered what time it was. They had at least another hour before his
brother got home, but he'd have to wake her soon and tell her it was time to
go. He didn't want her to leave him. He looked down at her baby face pressed
into the fold of his arm and felt himself grow hard again. Would she come
back? Had it been good for her? But how could it be good the first time? He
promised himself he'd do it again with her when she'd had time to heal. He
would control himself next time and take time to bring her along so she could
enjoy it too. But would she let him touch her again? Even as he asked questions of himself that had never concerned him before, he was afraid of the
answers. He'd never cared enough about a girl to be with her special. And
where could he take her on the boulevard? She was thirteen and he was seventeen, and nobody would approve of that, not even her mother, especially not
her mother. Everybody on the boulevard knew how she felt about her own
folks. Her mother hated being colored, and she'd tried to teach her daughter
to hate colored folks too, only Angie was far different from her mother. She
was human. Still, what was he going to do now thatHe heard the downstairs door slam and the stairs whine beneath heavy
footsteps. It did not stop at the first floor.When the steps groaned at the second
flight, Eddie flew into a panic. Oh, Lord, it's Marvin!
Eddie shook Angie like a dishrag. "Wake up, Angie. Here come Marv!
Come on now," he said rougher than he wanted to be.
Angie woke up groggy and disoriented, body stiff and unfamiliar. Her
breasts felt as though they had been twisted in a wringer. Her head throbbed.
Eddie got up, his naked body perfect in the sun that danced off the windows and touched his form. Even as Angie reached out her hand to him she
marveled at how beautiful he was to see.
He yanked her up and the sheets fell from her body and she was exposed
to the light. She stumbled in the pool of sheets at her feet and gasped when
she saw the blood streaked across them, deep red and evidence of what she had
done with Eddie.
Eddie saw Angie's eyes turn to him in bewilderment. He shook her to her
senses as his brother's footsteps seemed to clear the third floor.
"Come on, Angie!" he said with sudden anger at her, himself, Marvin.
Damn!
Angie seemed to know what he was thinking, and she covered her mouth
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from the need to scream.
Eddie, having no time to soothe her, pushed her through the living room,
into the kitchen, and shoved her into the kitchen pantry. He closed the curtain.
"Don't say nothing!" he whispered the rough warning.
Behind the curtain Angie trembled, forcing down sobs of fear.
Eddie grabbed the first aerosol can he found and sprayed its contents in
figure eights all around the room.
He had just enough time to snatch the sheets up from the floor and throw
them in his closet, grab his robe from the foot of his bed and fling it on. He
tied it just as Marvin stuck his key in the lock and pushed open the door with
a heavy sigh.
Marvin Bigelow nearly choked on the heavy lemony scent of Pledge. The
stairs had already robbed him of breath. He was wheezing from the exertion
and the Pledge.
"What you doin' home, boy?!" he said, waving his arm through the heavy
scent.
Marvin Bigelow was a fleshy man who looked more like a prizefighter
than a janitor. He was a man who found life disagreeable most of the time and
showed his distaste for things with primal grunts and grumbles. Every expression was drawn from some worry, and his younger brother was his biggest
complaint.
He looked around the house suspiciously, expecting to find something offkilter.
He marched straight to the bathroom, slammed back the shower curtain,
and looked behind the door.
Eddie followed him, cinching the belt of his robe, knowing what his
brother was looking for. He had been told never to bring girls here. And he
hadn't until Angie.
"What's the matter wid you, Marv?" said Eddie, pretending not to know
what his big brother was searching for.
"What you doing home so early, boy?"
"Huh?"
"I hope you ain't got none of them girls up in my house or I'll throw your
ass on the train to Mississippi so fast you-"
Eddie grabbed his belly and doubled over.
"I'm home 'cause I got sick at school."
"Sick?" Marvin's fat face twisted in worry. He wasn't good at parenting.

384

Hair Trigger 27

"That spaghetti you made last night made me sick as a dog. I threw upgot the runs, too. Left school early."
Marv appeared even more suspicious but didn't challenge the boy. He
headed for his own bedroom to undress as Eddie followed behind him.
Angie stood in the pantry, naked and frightened. It was a small alcove not
big enough to be a room. There were canned goods and bags, but mostly
Marvin's boxes from the army were stored there. Angie saw an old battered
bugle and two pairs of old, dust-covered boots next to a can of tomatoes; she
could smell the leather. Standing among these things, her mind was a shambles.
She trembled as violently as the old refrigerator just on the other side of the
pantry. She could feel its heat on the wall, its vibrations under her feet.
She felt such weariness all over. The nerves danced in her legs. She didn't
sit down. She was sore, and she felt something trickling down but she had
nothing to clean herself with. She would have cried but she was the one who
begged for this. She shoved a fist into her mouth so she wouldn't make a sound
and prayed for a miracle to make her disappear. She hurt down there. It was
worse than she had thought. No, she hadn't believed it was going to hurt so
bad. In her mind she had thought it wouldn't hurt with Eddie because love was
always beautiful and full of happiness and light. She didn't feel happy. She could
still feel Eddie inside of her. She didn't know what to think about what had
just happened. She didn't have time. But what she did feel right now was
shame. What if Eddie's brother found her? What would she say to him? What
would her mother say? She saw her mother's angry face in her mind and heard
the cruel words she would say if she knew Angie had been with Eddie Bigelow.
Her mother hated him and those "vile" boys who hung out on the boulevard.
"All of them are destined for a life in the penitentiary," she'd said one day
as she watched the boys drink wine from a brown paper bag.
Angie knew the only thing worse than being with a boy was that he was
a "black" boy. And Eddie was as black as licorice. Her mother would hate that
most of all. But nobody had to know. Eddie had pulled out in time. She knew
because she felt the fire of it spew out of him onto her belly and legs. She knew
she didn't have to worry because she was sticky with it.
Eddie trotted after his big brother, chattering like a monkey, arms waving
around as the older brother started to divest himself of his work shirt and shoes.
"I was thinking about getting some Pepto Bismol, you know, Marv. To
calm my stomach. Only I didn't have no cash-"
"You sayin' you want some money?" Marv raised an eyebrow.
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"I'm sayin' I got the runs so bad I need you to go get me some."
"Boy?!"
"Please, Marv. I been on the stool three times in the last half hour."
Marvin looked at his little brother again, crossed into the bathroom, and
slapped back the shower curtain as though he expected to catch someone. He
laughed when he found nobody there.
"Boy, I ain't cut out for being no parent. If you cain't take better care of
yourself, I'm gonna ship you back to Mississippi for Mama."
Eddie winced in pain. Marvin mistook the grimace for another bout with
diarrhea, sighed and said, "OK, I'll go."
Marvin crossed to the hall closet and took both his hands to divide the rack
of clothes hanging there. He laughed when he found no one.
Eddie trotted behind him, truly sweating now, and worried that Marv
would go for the kitchen next.
"Thanks, Marv," said Eddie moving to the front door and leaning his head
against it.
Marvin seemed to linger, walked with his thoughts measured in each step
until he reached his little brother.
The older brother thrust out a hand and rubbed his little brother's head.
"Don't mention it, Barn."
"Don't start, Butterbean."
They both laughed at their childhood nicknames. Marv's laughter trailed
after him down the stairs and onto the street, while Eddie ran to the kitchen
and threw back the pantry curtain, where Angie started to back up thinking
she was discovered.
Eddie had to pull her away from the wall.
He looked at her. She was shaking, he saw her blood had thickened and
streaked her thighs and calves.
For the first time Angie looked down at herself and cried out: "Eddie, look
at me!"
He saw her tear-soaked face, the blood down her legs, and swallowed hard,
but he didn't have time to stop to think of what to do. The fear was that Marvin
would come back and catch Angie here and he couldn't let that happen.
She came into his arms clinging to him like a cat that is frightened by
something horrible.
"Don't cry. We got to get you out of here."
"Eddie ..."
Eddie pried her fingers from his neck and began rubbing her down as
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though she were frostbitten.
"You got to go,Angie ..." He was rubbing his warm hands against her cold
ones. "I'll call you ... OK?" He was speaking quickly as he drew her out of the
pantry and pulled her down the hall to his room. He unballed the sheets with
her clothes in them and started to dress her as though she were a store mannequin. Then he stood her up and pulled her skirt down over her head and
hooked the belt. He pulled out her blouse and took her arms, pushed each one
through the sleeve.
She did not move but let him do the work.
"Don't worry, OK? Angie?" He ran to the bathroom and wet his face cloth
and knelt in front of her and washed the smeared blood. It shown bright red
on the rag.
"Open your legs a little," he spoke softly.
Angie obeyed. He washed her, then lifted her feet and tugged up her
cotton panties with the daisies on them. He looked up at her, then stood up
and touched her face with such tenderness she forgot all the pain. "Thank you,
Angie ... I ..."
She held her breath because she thought he would say he loved her, but he
seemed unable to say the words and the light that came to her eyes dimmed
again when he didn't say them.
He continued to dress her.
He gathered her hair, smoothed it with his hand, took the rubberband
from around her wrist, and made a clumsy ponytail. He was moving quickly.
"Angie, you got to go. Marv'll be back any minute."
She looked up at him, waiting for something he wasn't sure he could give
her. A promise? A promise of what? She was a baby, for goodness sake. A kid,
and he was practically a man. He couldn't see her again. He had gotten lucky.
He couldn't take this kind of chance with her again. She might get pregnant
and then what?
He finished up with her. She looked like she had gotten dressed in the
dark. Everything on her was done up wrong, but it was the best that he could
do.
"You can't go down the boulevard. Here, take my jacket. Take the alley, you
understand, and don't stop 'til you get home. And hide my jacket. I'll get it later.
OK?"
"You won't forget me, Eddie, will you?" She watched him zip up her jacket
and brush back her hair.
"Of course not. Now, you gotta go,Angie," he said, apologizing as he took
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her hand and dragged her down the hall to the kitchen.
He opened the door and pushed her onto the back porch. But she didn't
move.
"Angie! Please. Run!"
Angie's feet were rooted to the porch floor. She didn't know how to move
or where to go.
Eddie turned her around and pushed her forward.
"Angieeeeee!" Eddie lifted his hands and her blood was smeared on his
forearm. He stared at it and then a churning pain began, "You gotta go, baby.
You've got to go."
The pain on her face he knew he'd never forget. That lost look that would
come back again and again over time, reminding him what he had done-that
her blood was on his hands.
He had to reach out to her again. He drew her close and whispered in her
ear. "I love you, Angie. I ain't never felt that or said that to any girl before. I
love you," he said. And he meant it.
Then Angie's eyes came into focus and she saw him for the first time in a
long time. She flung her arms around him.
"Oh, Eddie, Eddie."
And then he heard the downstairs door slam and knew Marvin was
commg.
"You got to go, OK?"
She nodded.
"Go by the alleyway and don't let nobody see you. Take a hot bath before
your mother gets home. Eat something and sleep. OK? Now go,Angie. Run as
fast as you can. Run!"
And Angie took off down the stairs running as fast as she could, her head
full of angel's wings. Eddie loved her.
Eddie fell against the kitchen door, his legs turned to rubber, his heart
pounding so fast he thought it would shudder to a stop.
"Forgive me, Angie," he said as his eyes slid closed. "Forgive me."
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